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			It was understood throughout the great Northern Continent of Zantalia that assassins were invariably male.

			Clutching the marriage contract in one hand, Kalena stood on the wide threshold of the Traders’ Guild Hall and considered what it meant to be an exception to that rule. She had been waiting since the summer of her twelfth year to carry out the lethal task that would set her free. Now she was finally on the brink of a future she had only been able to dream of in hazy images; a future as a freewoman with obligations to no one but herself.

			She gazed in wonder at the noisy, bustling activity going on inside the wide hall. She had arrived in the thriving town of Crosspurposes only a day earlier, but already her life back home in the farming town of Interlock seemed very distant. That was fine with Kalena. She had no intention of ever going back to the rich, fertile fields of the Interlock valley with its prim, conservative farmers and villagers. Nor did she have any desire to return ever to the harsh, bitter company of her aunt. The marriage contract she held in her hand was her ticket out of bucolic boredom and the stifling demands of her aunt. But for Kalena, the contract was more important as her first step toward freedom.

			Still, Kalena wasn’t yet completely free of the past. There was a price on all things, and she still had to pay for her ticket to a new life. The packet of poison she carried sewn into her journey bag was the means by which she would fulfill her final duty to the House of the Ice Harvest.

			Kalena, the last daughter of the Great House of the Ice Harvest, had been sent to Crosspurposes to avenge her devastated clan. The mandate had been handed down from the last Lady of the House, her father’s sister, Olara. Olara knew as well as anyone that entrusting a mission of vengeance to a woman was a risky thing to do, but there was no choice. Olara and Kalena were the only members of the House of the Ice Harvest left. Kalena’s mother had died shortly after learning of the deaths of her husband and her son. Olara herself was a Healer, and so could not kill. That left only Kalena.

			Kalena had known for some time that Olara wasn’t particularly satisfied with her niece as a potential assassin, but neither she nor her aunt had any choice. Someone had to carry out the task of assassinating the man responsible for the deaths of men of the House of the Ice Harvest. More than murder had been done. An entire Great House had been terminated with the deaths of the men of the clan. Such an act required the most extreme form of vengeance, and if there was only a woman left to mete out justice then so be it. Olara had made her plans accordingly. What Olara didn’t know was that Kalena had a plan of her own.

			Kalena gazed at the colorful scene before her and tasted the first, heady essence of freedom. She would do her duty as honor demanded. There was no question of that. Kalena had been taught the importance of one’s responsibility to one’s honor before she could walk. But she hoped to buy more than vengeance with her victim’s death. She intended to use his death to buy a new future for herself, the kind of unlimited future most women on the Northern Continent never knew.

			She had been working on her plan to accomplish these two goals since the summer of her twelfth year. Never for a moment had Aunt Olara allowed her to forget her destiny. But once she had recovered from the shock of the death of her family and accepted her dangerous task, Kalena had begun to dream her own dreams.

			So be it. Life was Spectrum. For every action there was another, opposing action that would ensure an ultimate balance. Kalena understood that fundamental philosophical principle. She might have been raised in a farming town since the fall of her House, but she’d had an excellent education. Aunt Olara had seen to it that the last daughter of the House had been brought up in accordance with the high standards that befitted her heritage. The works of Zantalia’s most influential polarity philosophers had been available for her to read. Kalena had studied well.

			Now she looked up at the second tier of offices that ringed the large Guild hall. She couldn’t help being impressed by the elaborate architecture. There was nothing quite like this back home in Interlock Valley. The building was two stories high with massive, arched windows lining the ground floor, and flooding the open central hall with light. The second floor was lined with small rooms on all four sides. Every facet of construction, from the elaborately inlaid floor to the heavily carved pillars of expensive moonwood, served to emphasize the wealth that the business of trade brought to Crosspurposes.

			Overhead several people were lounging against the upper railing watching the crowds down on the main floor. Kalena wondered which, if any, of those strange faces belonged to the man whose name was on the marriage contract alongside her own.

			A trio of laughing, joking men arrived in the open doorway behind Kalena. Their lanti skin boots were caked with dried mud and their trousers and wide-sleeved shirts were dusty from travel. Kalena guessed that they were traders returning from a venture and she stepped out of their way. As they went past two of them hailed a friend they spotted in the crowd. The third man turned his head and saw Kalena standing in the shadow of the arched doorway. He grinned wickedly and started to say something to her. But before he could speak another group of males sauntered through the door, providing a shield for Kalena. She used the small distraction to slip into the crowd.

			Moving through the busy hall, she searched for someone who looked as if he or she would be willing to take a minute to help her. Most of the people she passed seemed noisily intent on business and boisterous conversation.

			As Kalena made her way through the large, two-tiered hall she surreptitiously observed the clothing of the few women present in the crowd. The first thing she noticed was that the colorful tunics they wore over their narrow trousers were much shorter, almost knee length, and slit far higher up the side than her own. Earlier, she had noted the same type of clothing on women she had passed in the street.

			Town fashion was obviously a great deal more daring than the styles favored in the Interlock valley. Kalena made a mental note to make some changes in her own wardrobe as soon as possible. She would have to do something about her hair, too. The women here in town all seemed to wear theirs quite short in back, with chin-length ringlets of curls framing their faces. Kalena felt distinctly old-fashioned with her own thick mass of golden red curls held back from her face by a wide, embroidered band.

			One of the women she was studying turned suddenly and Kalena’s eyes collided with the stranger’s. Embarrassed for having been caught staring, she started to turn aside and then changed her mind. It would be easier to ask another woman for directions than to try to get the attention of one of the rough and burly male traders. Tentatively, Kalena smiled.

			“Could you help me, please? I’m trying to find someone. I was told he would probably be here in the Guild hall at this time of day.”

			The other woman eyed her intently for a moment, taking in her obviously provincial appearance. She apparently decided to take pity on the young woman, and asked in a kind voice, “Who is it you’re trying to find?” She stepped closer to Kalena so they would be able to converse above the din.

			“A man named Ridge. I don’t know the name of his House. He works for the Trade Baron Quintel of the House of the Gliding Fallon.”

			The woman’s eyebrows rose and she pursed her lips for a few seconds. “You have business with the Fire Whip?”

			Kalena shook her head. “No, Ridge is his name. I’m quite sure of it. It’s written here on the contract.”

			Curiously, the woman glanced at the folded document in Kalena’s hand. “Contract? What sort of contract do you have with Quintel’s Fire Whip?”

			“A trade marriage agreement.” Kalena felt quite daring as she said the words aloud. Trade marriages might be legal, but they were hardly respectable. She had a hunch the woman in front of her knew all about trade marriages. “And I’ve explained, it’s not with someone called Whip. It’s with a man named Ridge.”

			“The Ridge who works for Quintel is known as the Fire Whip,” the woman explained impatiently. “Here, let me see that contract. I can’t believe you’ve really got a trade marriage arrangement with him. He’s not a regular trader. He’s Quintel’s private weapon. Quintel uses him the way another man uses a sintar.”

			“I see,” Kalena said, although she didn’t. “Is…is Fire Whip the House name of this man, Ridge?”

			The other woman laughed as if Kalena’s question was genuinely funny. “Hardly. Ridge has no House. He’s a bastard. In more ways than one, some people say. Has a temper that can make—” She broke off at the sight of Kalena’s chagrined expression. “Never mind. Let’s just say that wise folks do not go out of their way to provoke him.”

			“If he works for Quintel, then he’s the man I seek,” Kalena said quietly. The other woman didn’t understand, Kalena realized. She wasn’t upset because her future husband had a reputedly fiery temper; Kalena didn’t expect to be around this Ridge person long enough to provoke him. Rather, she was startled to learn that she was signing a marriage contract—even something as straightforward as a trade marriage contract—with a man who could claim no House at all, not even a small one. Olara hadn’t warned her about that aspect of the situation.

			Kalena hesitated, then handed over the trade marriage agreement, watching closely as her new acquaintance scanned the legal document. She was fascinated by her first encounter with what appeared to be a freewoman who made her own living and her own decisions. With a little luck and a little successful vengeance, Kalena herself might be joining the ranks of such free females.

			The woman in front of her was a few years older than Kalena. She had a strong, full-figured body and carried herself with an almost aggressive air. Her hair was dark and done in the town fashion, the long side curls framing a handsome face and challenging eyes. She wore no House band on her wrist, which was not surprising. Only members of the Great Houses wore such symbols of rank and recognition. The families that comprised the vast majority of less important Houses were not entitled to wear them.

			Under most circumstances, no female member of a Great House would have been allowed to involve herself in trade or any other similar business. Kalena’s ability to do so was only one of the many exceptional circumstances of her life. Her own House band was hidden away in her travel bag along with her father’s jeweled sintar and the packet of poison. She had not been allowed to use her real House name since the summer of her twelfth year. Olara had forbidden it in an effort to hide her niece’s identity. Kalena had grown accustomed to introducing herself as a daughter of a small House called the Summer Wind. But in her heart she was always conscious of her rightful name and heritage.

			But what fascinated Kalena about her new friend was not so much her lack of a Great House band as it was her lack of a man’s lock and key around her throat. In Kalena’s experience, females who had reached this woman’s age were invariably married. At least that was the case in the Interlock valley. Kalena was somewhat taken aback by this first tangible proof of the kind of freedom that was really possible. Until now Kalena’s imagination had been able to conjure up only vague, uncertain images of what it meant to be a freewoman; she was quickly realizing a whole new way of life truly did wait for her. Her dreams could more than come true. She couldn’t wait.

			The woman looked up abruptly, her eyes mirroring a kind of wry amazement. “By the Stones, you’re telling the truth, aren’t you? You truly do have a trade marriage contract with Quintel’s Fire Whip. And your name is Kalena of the House of the Summer Wind?”

			Kalena inclined her head, embarrassed that she hadn’t properly introduced herself. “I’m from the Interlock valley.” The contract contained no hint of her connection with the House of the Ice Harvest, of course. Kalena and Olara wore their false names like a cloak.

			“Welcome to Crosspurposes, Kalena,” the woman said in a now friendly voice. “I’m Arrisa.” She paused and then added carelessly, “House of the Wet Fields.” Obviously she didn’t use her House name very often. The words sounded rusty. “I’ll be glad to take you to meet Ridge.”

			“You are very kind.”

			“Not at all.” Arrisa grinned, leading her charge toward the far end of the teeming hall. “I’m just in the mood for a good joke.”

			Kalena’s chin lifted with a faint touch of Great House arrogance. “You think I’m going to be a source of amusement for you?”

			“We’ll see, won’t we? Ridge is probably up there on the second level. That’s where the trade offices are.”

			Arrisa led the way up a wide, curving staircase that opened onto the second level gallery of offices. Kalena followed, still holding tightly to her precious contract. Olara had made it clear that it was absolutely necessary to contract the less-than-acceptable trade marriage in order to get close to the intended assassination victim. He was far too well protected to be reached otherwise.

			Yes, she realized, it was still precious to her, even if it was a contract with a houseless man. No matter how much below her the groom-to-be was, this marriage was still her ticket to freedom. Once she had accomplished the assassination, Aunt Olara had assured Kalena there would be no need to go on the trail as a trade wife. If all went well, Kalena would carry out her task on her wedding night. After all, in the depths of a Far Seeing trance, Olara had caught a glimpse of Kalena’s intended victim dying amidst the boisterous confusion of a large wedding party. Olara’s trances had a way of proving very accurate.

			When Olara had come out of that particular trance, she had assured her niece that the chaos that would be caused in the household after the victim’s death by an apparent heart attack would serve to protect Kalena. The death would appear to be of natural causes and the resulting confusion should insure that immediate, short-term business arrangements such as a trade marriage would be terminated with any members or associate of her victim’s House. But Kalena was especially glad of Olara’s reassurances now that she knew her intended husband was a man without a House name of any kind. Honor and duty could demand many sacrifices from a woman in Kalena’s position but carrying out the responsibilities of a wife, even a trade wife, to a bastard would have been asking a great deal. The prospect of becoming a murderess was bad enough.

			“Quintel’s business is handled on this side of the gallery,” Arrisa explained, leading Kalena past a row of small rooms in which industrious looking clerks were working. The clerks were all males, naturally. Quintel might use women in some areas of his trading business, but not in any role as prestigious as that of clerk.

			Kalena wondered what type of man she was about to meet. Perhaps this Ridge would be shy and unassuming like one of these clerks. Things would certainly be easier if he were, she decided. She could see herself having no trouble at all manipulating someone like that. More probably he would prove to be a rough and uncouth trader who had risen through the ranks. Even if that were true, Kalena told herself, she was confident she could handle the situation. It should be simple to intimidate such a man with her Great House manners and accomplishments. Her spirits rose cheerfully at the thought.

			“If I’m right, we’ll find Ridge in this last office,” Arrisa said with an air of gleeful expectation. “I hope you don’t mind if I stick around to watch?”

			“Watch what? This is a business arrangement, Arrisa. I don’t understand why you think it’s going to be amusing.” Kalena halted behind her guide as the other woman stopped in front of an arched, open door. As Arrisa slapped her hand against the side of the wall to get the attention of the two men inside, Kalena tried to peer around her shoulder.

			“Excuse me, Traders,” Arrisa said with a formality that sounded almost mocking. “I have a visitor here who says she has business with Trade Master Ridge.”

			The man sitting at the desk facing Kalena looked up with an annoyed frown. He was plump and balding and he had a strip of reading glass dangling from a cord around his neck. He was older than Kalena had expected, but other than that she saw no problem. Pure clerk mentality, she told herself. The daughter of a Great House could handle him. She smiled winningly, ignoring the other man who still sat with his back to her, booted feet resting casually on the desk as he studied a document in his hand. Kalena waited for Arrisa to make the introductions.

			“What is this all about, Arrisa?” the balding man asked irritably. “I am extremely busy at the moment.”

			“Don’t fret yourself, Hotch,” Arrisa said soothingly. “I told you, my companion is here to see Ridge, not you.”

			“Damn it to the far end of the Spectrum,” the man called Hotch muttered, snatching up a pen. “How am I expected to accomplish anything even remotely connected with business when I’m faced with continuing interruptions? Kindly take care of this matter, Ridge, and then return so that we may finish Quintel’s report. I do have a job to do, you know”

			So it’s not the clerk, Kalena thought in mild dismay. Her attention swung to the second man in the room as he slowly put down the document he had been studying and turned his head. His golden gaze flicked disinterestedly across Arrisa’s features and settled with jolting intensity on Kalena’s face.

			Definitely not the shy, unassuming type, Kalena decided. It occurred to Kalena in that moment that matters might not be fated to proceed as easily as Olara had led her to expect.

			Ridge removed his boots from the deck and got slowly to his feet with a lazy grace that implied he knew his manners but didn’t always choose to use them. His eyes never left Kalena. She found his curious, golden gaze unexpectedly riveting. She had seen the brown-gold eye color that some labeled tawny before, but Ridge’s eyes did not fit that description. When she met his gaze, Kalena found herself looking into the golden flames of a fire. The title Arrisa had used for him floated through Kalena’s mind: Fire Whip.

			He looked somewhat older than herself, by perhaps eight or nine years. Ridge was a grim-featured man, his face carved with a harsh elegance that held no room for conventional handsomeness. His hair was a shade of brown that was almost black, and he wore it slightly longer than the other townsmen Kalena had seen, letting it brush the edge of his collarless shirt in back. He had apparently thrust it behind his ears with a careless hand, but if it fell forward it would undoubtedly reach the lobes of his ears.

			Ridge wore the wide-sleeved shirt favored by many of the traders on the floor below. His was undyed, still the natural light shade of the lanti wool from which it had been woven. It was round at the neck, slit halfway down the front and laced together with a thin leather tie. Ridge had left the top two lace openings undone and Kalena could see a hint of the dark hair that apparently covered his chest. The shirt’s cuffs were deep and narrow, holding the fullness of the material out of the way in a practical fashion. The hands that emerged from the wide cuffs seemed rather large to Kalena. They also looked quite strong, capable of controlling a mount, a weapon and, perhaps, a woman. A flicker of amusement went through Kalena as she found herself hoping he didn’t attempt all three tasks simultaneously.

			The trousers Ridge had on were belted with a heavy strip of zorcan leather. The garment fit him closely from waist to thigh, revealing the taut, hard planes of his body before disappearing into the knee-high lanti skin boots. A plain, unadorned sintar sheath hung from his leather belt together with a simple money pouch.

			He was a strongly built man with wide shoulders and a lean quality that was almost feline from the chest down. No, Kalena thought, not feline, but whiplike. For a moment her imagination saw in him the same promise of lethal danger that lay in a sheathed weapon.

			She glanced at the sintar on his belt. For some reason the stark, undecorated blade seemed to summarize the entire man. The sintar was a weapon that had long since evolved into a fashionable, frequently gaudy dress accessory among the males of the Great Houses. The one Kalena carried in her travel bag was a perfect example. It had belonged to her father and had been chased with gold and studded with gems. It was a showpiece, and had never been used as anything but an adornment. But this blade of Ridge’s was of a far different nature. There was no doubt in her mind that the steel of this sintar had been forged with one object in mind: to taste blood. Something tightened within her at the thought.

			“I’m Ridge. What can I do for you?” He spoke quietly, ignoring Arrisa, who watched with glinting amusement. His voice was as dark and shadowed as the rest of him, and it seemed to touch Kalena’s nerve endings.

			Kalena held out the document she had brought with her from the Interlock valley and forced herself to remember that, intimidating though he might be at first glance, Ridge wore no Great House band on his wrist. He couldn’t even claim a small House name. That made her more than his equal. It might be a petty consideration, especially given the fact that she was the last of her devastated House, but in that moment Kalena decided she needed a slight edge. She was going to have her hands full with this man. Olara should have warned her, she found herself thinking.

			“I am Kalena, from the Interlock valley,” she said with grave formality. “My aunt Olara negotiated this contract with Trade Baron Quintel. It is an agreement for a trade marriage between you and I. My aunt said that everything had been arranged and that you would be expecting me.”

			Ridge took the paper from her fingers, his eyes still on her face. Kalena could read nothing in the banked fire of his gaze; but she was suddenly, vividly aware again of the size and strength of his hands as his fingers brushed hers.

			Ridge scanned the contract for a long, silent moment. Kalena was conscious of the curiosity in the clerk’s eyes and of the humorous expectation in Arrisa’s manner. Kalena found herself growing rather anxious. For the first time, she realized that, should Ridge claim no knowledge of the marriage contract, she would feel horribly embarrassed in front of Hotch and Arrisa. She realized such a concern was stupid—some would say quite feminine—when her main objective was of such a bloody nature, but Kalena couldn’t help it. She hoped Ridge would not make a scene in front of the others, even if he was surprised. Pride was a definite burden at times, and Kalena knew she had her full measure of it.

			Ridge looked up as if sensing the anxiety she was experiencing and Kalena held her breath. Abruptly, he nodded once and refolded the contract.

			“It’s about time you got here,” he said calmly. “Let’s go someplace where we can discuss our business in private.”

			Kalena let go of the breath she had been holding and smiled brilliantly, aware of Arrisa’s startled surprise and Hotch’s thunderstruck expression. The older man practically sputtered in his haste to speak.

			“Now just one minute, Fire Whip. I don’t know what this is all about, but you can’t just go racing off. I must have the information I need to finish this report for Quintel.”

			“I’ll give you the information later.” Ridge glanced at Kalena. “This, too, is Quintel’s business, and I promise you it’s more important than the report on the bandits operating in the Talon Pass. Besides, as of five days ago the bandits have ceased their raiding activities. Quintel knows that. I told him as soon as I got back from the pass. Your report is old news.”

			“But, Ridge…”

			Ridge ignored the clerk and Arrisa as he moved toward Kalena with a sleek stride that was deceptively balanced. Kalena knew instinctively it was a fighter’s stride. Before she could say farewell to Arrisa, Kalena found herself being steered toward the wide staircase at the end of the hall.

			“Well, Kalena,” Ridge growled softly as they started down the stairs, “you aren’t quite what I expected, but I guess you’ll have to do. Quintel always knows what he’s doing, and if he’s decided you’re what I need on this trip, then he’s probably right. Have you ever contracted out as a trade wife in the past?”

			“No,” she admitted, hitching her tunic up higher so that she could descend the stairs at his swift pace. She really was going to have to get some new clothes. “My aunt doesn’t approve of trade marriages.”

			“Hardly surprising,” he commented wryly. “Most properly brought up people don’t approve of such arrangements. Your aunt must be desperate for the Sand.”

			Kalena remembered her cover story. “My aunt is a fine Healer, Ridge, but she is almost out of the Sands of Eurythmia. All the Healers in the Interlock valley are running low. There is no more to be had anywhere at home or even here in Crosspurposes. Since Quintel’s traders have not been successful in bringing back fresh stores for many months, the Healers of the Interlock valley will have to stand in line behind the Healers of the large towns for a portion once a shipment does get through. You know that.”

			“But your aunt has cleverly decided that if she sends you along as a trade wife, she’ll at least be guaranteed a portion of the cargo. I’ll have to admit she’s pretty sharp.”

			“My aunt is a highly intelligent woman, Ridge. She also has the talents of a natural Healer.” Kalena spoke a little sharply, somewhat affronted by what she sensed was criticism. She had no great love for Aunt Olara, but Kalena was far too proud to allow others to criticize her only remaining relative. Whatever else could be said about Olara, she was the Lady of the House of the Ice Harvest. As such she was entitled to a certain show of deference from a mere bastard.

			“I don’t doubt your aunt’s intelligence one bit. After all, she was smart enough to convince Quintel to sign that contract. You do understand the terms of the agreement, don’t you? You will be my wife for the duration of the journey. When we return to Crosspurposes, you get a ten percent share of the total cargo.” Ridge smiled humorlessly. “That should be enough to make you a rich woman in the Interlock valley.”

			“Thirty percent,” Kalena said quietly.

			Ridge looked down at her, his eyes narrowed. “What?”

			“I am to receive thirty percent of the total cargo,” she pointed out politely, thinking it hardly mattered as she had absolutely no intention of going on the dangerous journey to the Heights of Variance. Her goal was far more immediate, and when it was accomplished the trade marriage for which she had been contracted would be automatically terminated. Aunt Olara had negotiated for the higher percentage merely to ensure that Quintel believed Kalena’s cover story.

			“I’ve never heard of Quintel negotiating away thirty percent of any cargo, let alone a shipment of Sand. Your aunt must be a remarkable woman.”

			“Oh, she is,” Kalena said quite truthfully. “Where are we going?”

			“To the trade baron’s home. I stay with him when I’m going to be in town for a short while,” Ridge explained casually. “This time I’ll only be here long enough to make preparations for the trip to the Variance Mountains. Where’s your luggage?”

			“At the inn where I stayed last night.”

			“I’ll send one of Quintel’s servants to pick it up.”

			Kalena took a deep breath, astounded by how easy it was going to be. Olara had interpreted the auspicious omens correctly when she had gone into her Far Seeing trance two months ago. A strange excitement gripped Kalena as she and Ridge stepped out into the warm sunlight, but she tried to keep her voice calm as she said, “I was afraid you might be taken by surprise by the contract. I knew it had been negotiated by Trade Baron Quintel in your absence.”

			Ridge shrugged. “I’ve been away for the past two months. There was some business in the Talon Pass that had to be handled. I knew Quintel was getting worried about the Sand trade, and it was hardly a surprise to find out he wanted me to check out the situation as soon as I returned. There would have been no time for me to find a suitable trade wife on my own, so it made sense for him to handle the matter for me.”

			“Yes,” Kalena agreed in a distant voice, “quite sensible.” Well, at least she didn’t have any persuading to do. Ridge seemed quite content with the arrangement his employer had made, both for the trade marriage and for herself as the trade wife.

			Kalena gazed at the sights around her with great interest. She had only been in Crosspurposes for a short time, and most of the sprawling, bustling town was still new to her. The distinctive pink stone that had been used in most of the buildings seemed to give everything a warm glow. In the warm end of the summer weather, the windows overlooking the streets were open to catch whatever breeze happened past. Few of the buildings were more than two stories, although a couple went as high as four levels.

			Crosspurposes had sprung up at the juncture of several important trading routes. Precious gems from the Talon Pass, medicinal herbs and the Sands of Eurythmia from the Heights of Variance, and lanti hides and wool as well as grain from the plains of Antinomy all flowed through Crosspurposes and on to their final destinations. The town had become wealthy as a result of its fortunate location, and that wealth showed in the fine buildings, busy shops and well-dressed citizens.

			The streets were active. Several carts pulled by the huge, flightless creetbirds rattled past with loads of produce and market goods. People thronged the stone walkways, the women in colorful, short tunics and trousers, the men in the more subdued shirts, pants and boots. Children bounced around or clung to their parents. A few stray cotlies darted across the streets and disappeared into alleys in search of food. The sight of the animals’ long ears and wagging tails made Kalena smile wistfully. Her pet cotly had died the year before, and Olara had refused to allow her to replace the small, furry beast. Perhaps her aunt had sensed how attached Kalena had become to the animal. In Olara’s mind, nothing must be allowed to come between Kalena and her ultimate goal, least of all any sort of emotional attachment.

			The thing was, Kalena thought, Olara had never realized just what Kalena’s ultimate goal really was. It wasn’t the assassination Olara had planned for so many years. It was the new life she would gain for herself afterward that kept Kalena so firmly fixed on her course of action. True, before now she had had difficulty trying to imagine that new life in detail. Her own lack of knowledge about the lives of the almost legendary freewomen she had heard rumors about kept Kalena’s vision for her own future hidden in a misty cloud, but she never doubted that it awaited her. She sensed instinctively that after she had performed her duty to her House, her own future would become clear and vivid.

			“Do you think Trade Baron Quintet will object to my staying in his house?” Kalena asked in a soft voice as Ridge stopped in front of a massive, arched moonwood door. In another moment she would enter the house of the man she had come to assassinate.

			“He’d better not,” Ridge said flatly. “He’s the one responsible for your being here, isn’t he? He can damn well put a roof over your head while we make the trip preparations.” He reached up to rattle a heavy metal doorknocker to the house of the man Kalena had been sent to kill.

			 

			As Ridge waited for one of Quintel’s servants to open the door, he threw a sidelong glance to his companion. What had Quintel done? he wondered. Finding out that he was expected to journey to the Heights of Variance to discover what had happened to the lucrative Sand trade had not surprised him. Learning that Quintel had negotiated a trade marriage for his Whip while he had been gone these last two months did not surprise Ridge. But discovering that his short-term saddle wife was an innocent young woman straight off some farm in the Interlock valley did surprise him.

			Trade wives, by nature, tended to be tough, shrewd creatures who were inured to the social criticism that was often their lot. Trade marriages were legal associations, but hardly socially acceptable among the middle or upper classes. Even a farmer’s daughter would normally be above this kind of arrangement.

			The regrettable fact of business was that the Healers of the Variance Mountains would not deal with a man. Healing was a skill that came from the Light end of the Spectrum, and as such it was the province of women. Trading was the province of men. When Quintel had opened up the Sand routes he had been forced to find a compromise; his answer was the concept of a trade marriage. With a little political pull, Quintel had gotten the arrangements recognized in law. As an additional incentive for women to contract such marriages, he gave trade wives on the Sand route a small percentage of the profits.

			Women were involved in other trade activities, sometimes accompanying the traders as cooks and sleeping pallet companions, but that sort of arrangement was not satisfactory to the Healers of the Heights of Variance. They demanded that the women with whom they dealt be properly married, although no one was sure why. The High Healers of the Variance Valley were, after all, unmarried women themselves.

			Ridge could see why Quintel had jumped at the chance of having a recognized Healer’s niece along on this trip. Surely the niece of a Healer would have a certain tendency toward the Talent herself. It ran in families. Quintel was hoping that the High Healers of the Variance Valley, who had been refusing all trade lately, might look favorably on dealing with a woman who could be presumed to have a touch of the Talent. They certainly hadn’t been favorably disposed toward any of the other women who had been sent along on the trade caravans to deal with them in the past few months. Quintel’s profits had been suffering badly.

			But even so, knowing what he did about the situation, Ridge had nevertheless found himself taken by surprise when he had turned around in Hotch’s office and looked at Kalena for the first time.

			His first thought was that she had eyes the color of the precious green crystals that miners wrested from the mountains near the Talon Pass. Cool, ice green eyes that waited to be ignited into green flames by the heat of a man. Ridge sucked in his breath as he realized that, with the aid of a trade marriage contract, he was going to be the man who awakened Kalena. This situation was going to prove interesting.

			Her eyes were not the only thing that had caught his attention. There was a sunset in her hair. A mass of small, red-gold curls had been pulled back from her face and fell in a rich waterfall down her back to a point well below her shoulders. Ridge found himself wanting to thread his fingers through those curls. He wondered how they would look spread out on a pallet pillow.

			Her face was not beautiful, but her clear, delicate features intrigued him. There was something striking about her faintly slanting eyes, high cheekbones and firm, straight nose. She was of average height for a woman. The top of her head would have just touched his jaw if she had been standing close enough to do so. He could bend his own head and kiss her easily in such a position.

			The long-sleeved, purple tunic she wore over yellow trousers was belted to reveal a small waist and gently flaring, very feminine hips. Her breasts were full but delicate and sweetly curved. Ridge decided that they would fill his hand pleasantly. He also sensed that, were she to realize just what he was thinking, she would be shocked to the toes of her little velvet boots.

			Ridge wondered just how much Aunt Olara had explained to her niece about a trade marriage. Kalena seemed to be treating the whole thing as a purely business matter. For an unsophisticated farmer’s daughter who had probably never been out of the staid, conservative Interlock valley before in her life, that was a little odd.

			Perhaps she didn’t realize just how long and lonely the nights could get on the long trail to the Heights of Variance. Ah, well, there would be plenty of time to introduce his trade wife to the realities of business. For the first time since he had learned of his next assignment, Ridge began to look forward to it with a sense of anticipation. He was playing with that thought when the moonwood door to Quintel’s mansion swung silently open. He stepped aside politely to allow Kalena to enter.

			Ridge watched her walk across the threshold, his golden eyes filled with cool appraisal. She might be a farm girl, but she held herself with the dignity and grace of a Great House lady. He was a bastard, an unclaimed son of a Great House that chose to ignore his existence. But it occurred to Ridge as he followed Kalena through the door into the large hall that a man like himself, who was intent on founding his own House, could do worse than ally himself with a farm girl who knew how to walk like a lady.

			There would be plenty of time on the journey to the Heights of Variance to decide if Kalena might turn out to be the woman who was destined to fit into the long-range future plans he had for himself.

			The man they called the Fire Whip discovered he was looking forward to the journey.

			 

			 

		 
 Two

			 

			 

			By the stones, man,” Quintel said, “at least admit a portion of the truth. I thought I did a fairly good job playing matchmaker. You would have done a lot worse on your own and you know it.”

			Ridge glanced at him from the other side of the room, aware of the faint humor edging his employer’s slight smile. Quintel lounged in the round-backed chair, his black Risha cloth shirt and black trousers a sharp contrast to the snowy white cushions.

			It was no accident that Quintel had dressed in black this evening and proceeded to entertain his guests in the Snow Room. The man had an eye for contrasts and opposites. He indulged his appreciation of them at every opportunity.

			Quintel came naturally by his personal tastes. His hair was an unusual shade of silver gray that began at a peak above his high, intelligent forehead and was brushed straight back. The silvery shade was a strong counterpoint to the near blackness of his eyes which was, in turn, a contrast to the fairness of his skin. When he dressed in black, as he frequently did, he dominated any gathering. He most certainly dominated the white chamber in which he now sat.

			Of course, Ridge decided objectively, even without such adornments, Quintel of the House of the Gliding Fallon would dominate any crowd. The wealthy descendant of an old, established Great House, he wore his inherited power and authority with unconscious masculine grace. He could be utterly charming, as he had been earlier that evening in Kalena’s presence, or he could be quite ruthless, especially in business. Ridge knew better than most just how ruthless his employer could be.

			According to town gossip, Quintel was no longer satisfied with operating some of the most lucrative trade routes in the Northern Continent. Some said he had his eye on a seat in the new Hall of Balance, the fledgling legislative assembly that represented the scattered towns and communities of the continent. The new central governing body was still feeling its way and the local communities were not about to surrender too many of their precious rights to it, but there was no doubt that the town of Concinnity, home of the Hall of Balance, was becoming a center of power. One of the more important prerogatives the Hall of Balance had recently assumed was the right to recognize and legitimize newly established Great Houses.

			Physically, Quintel resembled the symbol of his proud House. His features were sharply aquiline, not unlike the bird of prey called a fallon. His body was lean and oddly slender. Ridge was aware that women often found Quintel fascinating, although everyone within his small circle of trusted employees knew he was not interested in females. He wasn’t interested in men, either. In the years Ridge had worked for Quintel he had never known the House lord to demonstrate any real sensuality. Quintel’s passions were reserved for his studies.

			Quintel was the most learned man Ridge had ever met. His intellectual curiosity was wide ranging. He had developed a private library that was the envy of the University of the Spectrum and had, on several occasions, entertained masters who taught various subjects at the university. Such invitations were always eagerly accepted.

			Quintel’s personal interests might be centered on intellectual matters, but he also had a business empire to run. The company of other learned men might interest him, but he had a practical need for a man who could be trusted to handle the dirty side of things. Operating trade routes demanded a certain amount of muscle. Ridge could not even remember when people had begun calling him Quintel’s Fire Whip.

			Ridge walked across the room to a carved stone table and helped himself to another glass of warm red ale he was sharing with his employer. “All right, so you have hitherto unsuspected talents in the field of matchmaking. She isn’t what I expected when you told me about her two days ago.”

			“You thought I would arrange for one of the professional trade wives to accompany you to the mountains?”

			“It seemed logical.”

			Quintel shook his silvered head. “No, Ridge. Not logical at all. I want nothing to go wrong on this investigative journey of yours, and that includes the actual trade for the Sand. Your main task is to find out what has kept the last three trade masters and their parties from getting into the Healers’ valley, but I also want a fresh supply of Sand. For that you need a woman, and my instincts tell me that this time you will need a woman with some share of the Healing Talent, someone the Healers are likely to accept. Even before the trade masters and their caravans began returning empty-handed, the High Healers of Variance were becoming increasingly difficult. Women, no matter how talented, have a way of making unnecessary difficulties.” Quintel grimaced wryly. “The Healers had begun cutting back on the routine orders from their various medicinal concoctions and they were refusing to trade the usual amounts of Sand. The trade masters in charge told me it was because the Healers weren’t getting along with the trade wives who had been contracted for the journeys. They claimed they didn’t find them acceptable.” Quintel’s fine mouth curved downward in another disgusted grimace. “The Healers of Variance said the wives in question were neither real wives nor women with any share of the Healing Talent. They didn’t want to deal with them. Then I started getting reports of some sort of barrier across the pass. After that no one who set out for the Heights of Variance was able to get through.”

			“Even if I am successful, I won’t be able to bring back much Sand, let alone any of the Healers’ potions. I’ll only have room for what I and the woman can carry in our saddlebags. I can’t take any pack creets with me, Quintel. It would slow me down too much.”

			Quintel nodded, taking a sip of his ale from the elegantly chased goblet he was holding in one hand. “I only need a single shipment, just enough to prove that I can still supply the damn stuff. When you return with the problems resolved, I will dispatch a major trade party.”

			Ridge walked to the window to gaze out into the garden. As did most private homes in Crosspurposes, Quintel’s large house was focused inward around its many exotic gardens. On the street side, windows were few and narrow, designed to keep out the dust and noise of the town while allowing some cross ventilation. But inside, all rooms opened onto lush greenery and flower scented air. There was a red sheen of light on the exquisitely designed garden outside the Snow Room’s window tonight. Symmetra, the red moon of Zantalia, was at full strength. Ridge studied the beautiful scene with absent interest as he thought about Quintel’s words.

			“Has someone questioned your ability to bring back Sand?” Ridge asked softly.

			Quintel hesitated and then admitted, “The subject arose in the last meeting of the Town Council. I assured the members that the problems were temporary and that normal trade levels would resume soon.”

			“They would not dare take the route from you and give it to another.” Ridge spoke with absolute certainty.

			“No one is above the power of the council, Ridge. The Sand is considered a crucial trade item here in Crosspurposes. It’s one of the things that gives the town its wealth and a lot of its power. If the town is threatened with a loss of that route because the trade baron in charge can’t control it, then the council will act to preserve the route. We both know that.”

			Ridge turned away from the window. “You’ll have your Sand when I return,” he promised evenly.

			Quintel smiled. “I know.” There was a slight pause. “I should mention one other detail. While the caravans have returned empty-handed, my last investigator did not return at all.”

			“Who did you send?”

			“Trantel.”

			Ridge considered that. “He’s good.”

			“I have reason to believe he’s dead.”

			Ridge frowned. “The Healers might become stubborn or difficult but they would never kill. Healers can’t kill. Everyone knows that.”

			Quintel shrugged. “I don’t know what’s going on, Fire Whip. That’s why I’m sending you to find out.”

			The two men silently regarded each other across the width of the white room. They had no need to discuss the mission further. Ridge had been given his assignment; he would complete it. Both accepted that as a fact.

			“About the woman,” Quintel finally said slowly.

			“What about her? You picked her, I assume you knew what you were doing, even if you are new at the matchmaking business,” Ridge said casually.

			Quintel waved aside the mocking comment. “She’s our best bet as far as dealing with the Healers of Variance. True, she’s not a professional Healer herself, but her aunt is, and presumably Talent is in the family’s female line. It usually is. Kalena might not have enough of the Talent to enter training as a Healer, but even a touch of it would increase our chances of getting the High Healers in the mountains to deal with her.”

			“No chance of getting a proven Healer?”

			“Unfortunately, no. Healers are proud. Most would consider themselves far above the level of a trade wife. By the Stones, the most talented and dedicated among them become High Healers, move to the Heights of Variance and shun the company of men altogether.” Quintel’s disparaging tone made it clear that he, in common with other men, failed to comprehend such stubborn independence. “Regular Healers and women with a touch of the Talent are almost always married. They are considered excellent wife material. A Healer adds prestige to any House, large or small. No true Healer need settle for the role of trade wife. And what man would allow his woman to travel as a trade wife, even for the sake of a share of the Sand?”

			Ridge’s mouth curved faintly. “By the Dark end of the Spectrum, I certainly wouldn’t.”

			“No,” Quintel agreed with a knowing look, “you least of all. You have as much pride as any Great House lord, don’t you?”

			“Even though I’m only a bastard?” Ridge concluded bitterly. “Why not say it, Quintel? We both know it’s true.”

			“Your birth status will only be a temporary handicap for you, Ridge. I am as certain of that as I am of Symmetra’s full status each month,” Quintel said evenly. “The time will come when you will found your own House and it will be a Great one. I may have picked you up off the streets of Countervail and taught you your manners, but the fires of the man you are today have always burned within you. They will take you far.”

			“Soon,” Ridge said almost to himself. “Very soon.”

			“Possibly at the end of this venture,” Quintel drawled gently. “If you prove as good at seducing a woman as you are at handling a sintar.”

			Ridge’s head came around with a swift, inquiring movement. “What are you talking about?”

			“I am talking about giving you the full profits of your journey.” Quintel took another swallow of ale while he waited for his words to sink in. “Less the thirty percent that goes to the woman and her aunt, naturally. In addition, I intend to turn a percentage of the route itself over to you. I was thinking of somewhere around twenty percent. In exchange, you will operate that route for me in the future.”

			Ridge waited tensely. “I don’t understand.”

			“Yes, you do.” Quintel leaned forward, his dark eyes suddenly intent. “It is vital to me that the trade route be reopened and that a certain amount of Sand be brought back to prove that I can still manage the route. But beyond that, I am not interested in a profit on this venture. Whatever the Sand brings when you return to Crosspurposes is yours. As for the future arrangement, I will admit that I’m growing tired of devoting so much of my time and attention to managing the trade routes I own. I wish to turn some of the burden over to others without losing complete control of the routes. Who else can I trust as much as I trust you, Fire Whip? Think of it, Ridge. The more Sand you bring back, the richer you will be. If you bring back a sufficient quantity and deal it shrewdly, you might make enough to begin establishing your House. Add to that financial basis a slice of all future income from the Sand route and you have what I hope will be a very attractive incentive. Money is the root from which power springs. It takes both money and power to found a Great House.”

			Ridge felt the adrenaline flood his bloodstream as if he were facing an armed attacker. But instead of deadly anger, he felt a fierce elation. Only after taking a deep, slow breath could he say, “You are very generous, Quintel.”

			“No. I am practical. You have served me long and well, Ridge. I owe you a great deal. Sooner or later you will found your House. Nothing short of death would stop you. I understand that the goal is the most important thing in your life. Very well. I can repay the years of service and loyalty you have given me with the chance to make your fortune in one single venture.”

			Ridge met the other man’s gaze. “I don’t know what to say.”

			Quintel smiled. “Say nothing to me. But you might spend a little time talking to Kalena. Actually, it’s going to take more than a little conversation, I’m afraid. You will need her willing cooperation on this trip, Ridge.”

			Ridge narrowed his gaze. “She’s willing enough. Her share of the profits are quite an incentive.”

			“That’s not what I mean. You’re going to have to seduce her, Trade Master. Quite thoroughly. You’re going to have to make a real wife out of her. Ridge, when the last two trade masters who got through to the Healers’ valley returned, they said the High Healers had begun complaining because the trade women weren’t ‘true’ wives.”

			“Surely by that point in the journey the trade masters were sleeping with the women they had brought along,” Ridge observed wryly. “There was a marriage document to make it all legal. What more was needed?”

			“The Healers of the valley understood this, but they still refused to accept the relationships.”

			“Why not?”

			“For some reason known only to them, they did not consider the marriages valid, even though they accepted such marriages in the past. They had no adequate explanation, but as near as the trade masters could tell, it had something to do with a lack of bonding between the wives and the traders. The existence of a sexual relationship and a piece of paper declaring the marriages legal are no longer enough for the Healers of Variance, it seems. They want more.”

			“How much more is there?” Ridge asked blankly.

			Quintel sighed. “I’m not sure. A link, perhaps. An emotional bond between the man and the woman involved. Something understood by the woman, at least, to be more than a business arrangement. You know how women are,” he added. “So emotional. Apparently, previous trade wives have been quite open with the High Healers concerning the temporary nature of the trade marriage. It would seem the Healers have begun to object. Who can fully comprehend the Healers of Variance or women in general? The impression I received was that they wished to deal with a woman who was not in the marriage strictly as a business partner. I think, Ridge, that by the time you reach the mountains, you had better have your trade wife bound to you with more than just a formal marriage contract. That, Trade Master, is where your talents in the art of seduction will be put to the test.”

			Ridge stared at him. “I still don’t understand.”

			“All I’m saying, Ridge, is that you’d better try wooing the lady. By the time you reach the Heights of Variance, make certain she is committed to you and to the relationship. The Healers will be able to tell, and if they don’t find her truly married on an emotional level, they won’t deal, even if you find a way past this barrier they have erected across the pass.”

			Ridge swore softly. “By the Stones, you’re determined to make this venture as difficult as possible, aren’t you?”

			“It’s not me who’s making life difficult for you. Blame those illogical, female Healers.”

			“I’m supposed to make certain Kalena feels committed to me by the time we reach the mountains even though the relationship ends when we return to Crosspurposes?”

			Quintel nodded. “Yes. Even though it will end then. The process by which a woman is convinced to trust her emotions rather than her intellect is called seduction. You’d better be prepared to practice that particular art.”

			Ridge laughed mirthlessly. “You may have picked the wrong man for this job, Quintel. I might be reasonably good at cutting throats for you, but seducing a woman takes real skill. I’ve never been especially good at it.”

			“I have great confidence in you, Fire Whip. Especially with the incentive I have provided you.”

			Ridge thought about the chance at the future he had always dreamed of that Quintel was offering him. “It should prove to be an interesting journey.”

			“I’m sure it will be,” Quintel agreed.

			Ridge contemplated the task that lay before him; then he smiled faintly as a stray thought crossed his mind. “She showed excellent manners at dinner this evening, didn’t she?” He was aware of an odd sense of pride in the fact. “You’d never know she was raised on an Interlock farm.”

			“Whatever her heritage, there are Healers in her family. They are a cut above the average farm House woman and they know it. Kalena has undoubtedly been given a fairly decent education and some training in manners and deportment. She did, indeed, behave herself very well this evening. A most charming guest.”

			If one overlooked the fact that she seemed particularly fascinated with Quintel, Ridge thought, remembering the times he had caught Kalena covertly studying her host as they dined. Kalena’s curiosity about Quintel had annoyed Ridge on some level. He would have to explain to her that even if Quintel did have a weakness for women, which he did not, he was not an option for Kalena. She was contracted to marry Ridge, and he would see to it that she abided by the terms of that contract in thought as well as deed. Nothing was going to stop him from returning from the Heights of Variance with a shipment of Sand. Ridge got to his feet with a sudden sense of decisiveness. No better time than the present to begin making certain of Kalena’s sense of commitment. He smiled rather grimly at his lord.

			“You have not set me a simple task, Quintel. You realize, of course, that even though she’s only a farmer’s daughter, she can still claim a better heritage than I can.”

			Quintel gave him an odd, understanding look. “You have spent most of your life proving to me and everyone else that the fact you were born a bastard wasn’t going to keep you from taking what you wanted in this world. Surely you’re not going to let a mere country girl intimidate you. Besides, once she’s been a trade wife, she can hardly claim more respectability than you can.”

			Ridge shrugged. “Perhaps. I wonder if she knows.”

			“Knows what? That you have no House name? I’m sure she does by now. There won’t be any lack of people willing to inform her that you grew up on the streets of Countervail without the benefit of a father’s name. I wouldn’t let it worry you.”

			Ridge’s jaw tightened as he pushed old memories aside. There was no point thinking of those early days. He had escaped from the poverty and the brutality of that world and the life that had killed his mother. She had been worn out before Ridge was even eight. She had died of some respiratory disease that could easily have been cured by a Healer, if his mother could have afforded one. No, his mother hadn’t survived the grinding life of the streets, but Ridge had. Quintel was right. Ridge wasn’t going to let his past concern him now. His goals were within reach, and if seizing his destiny meant first having to seduce and control his new trade wife, then so be it.

			“If you will excuse me, I think I will go to my chamber. It’s late and I’ve had a full day.” Ridge started for the door.

			Quintel set down his goblet. “It’s time for me to retire also. I still have my studies to attend to this evening.”

			Ridge smiled. “Has anything ever kept you from your appointed hours of study?”

			“Nothing,” Quintel said simply. He rose, his black-clad body looking ascetically thin. “Iwis will be at my study door any minute now with my evening glass of Encana wine.”

			Ridge nodded and turned to leave the room. “I wish you good evening, then, my lord”

			“Ah, Ridge, there is just one other thing.”

			Ridge halted and turned to confront his employer warily. “Yes?”

			“This marriage of yours…I think we should celebrate it properly.”

			Ridge eyed the other man. “It’s a business arrangement. It needs no celebration.”

			“For the woman’s sake, Ridge. It will make the arrangement seem more of a real marriage to her. More romantic, more emotionally binding. Besides,” Quintel said, allowing himself one of his rare grins, “I have a mind to see you properly wedded, my boy. You have always escaped the necessity of taking a trade wife in the past. Who knows? First time out may prove lucky for you. This contract you have with Kalena might become permanent. I think we should give you both a proper send-off.”

			“You’ve decided to indulge your odd sense of humor at my expense, haven’t you, Quintel?” Ridge said with a stifled groan.

			Quintel’s grin disappeared. “My instincts tell me the wedding would be a good first step for this venture. I want all the luck on the Spectrum I can get for this trip.”

			“Putting me through the paces of a formal wedding ceremony strikes you as lucky?”

			“Don’t complain. I’ll be paying for it.”

			“Somehow,” Ridge said as he turned again to leave, “I have a feeling I’ll be the one who winds up paying. One way or another.”

			He opened the curved moonwood door, the only point of color in the all-white room, and walked down the hall with a feeling of deep irritation. He would kill for Quintel if the necessity arose, and had done it more than once in the past. But being forced to endure a full-scale wedding ceremony when the bride was merely destined to be a short-term trade wife was almost too much. He wondered how Kalena would take the news.

			Ridge left the softly lit hall and stepped out into the oblong moonlit garden that divided Quintel’s side of the house from the servants’ quarters and the guestrooms. Quintel was a gracious host, but he insisted on his own privacy, regardless of how many people he chose to entertain under his expansive roof. No one violated Quintel’s private sphere without permission.

			Ridge could have walked all the way around the garden under the shelter of the colonnaded portico that surrounded it. But tonight the garden paths of gleaming, iridescent rainstone were far too inviting to ignore. The rainstone was bathed in the red glow of Symmetra, reflecting the moonlight with almost unbelievable brilliance. Ridge glanced up at the red orb and decided Quintel probably knew what he was doing. He usually did. The time of the month when Symmetra was at its fullest was an auspicious time to begin a major venture. A full moon was traditionally a trader’s moon, and although he was not strictly a trader, Ridge had his share of belief in trading luck. In his view there was always room for the random appearance of luck at any point along the Spectrum, even if a man had to create that luck for himself.

			He was halfway across the garden, almost to the black and white onyxite fountain with its shimmering black and white spray of water, when Ridge realized his quarry was not waiting conveniently in her chamber. He stopped, unconsciously using the shadow of the perfectly proportioned fountain to shield himself as he watched Kalena make her way through the garden. Perhaps the light of the red moon on the rainstones had lured her from her room. Or perhaps she was simply restless. Ridge wished he knew more about women in general. He sometimes found it very difficult to tell what they were thinking, even more difficult to tell what motivated them. But could a man be expected to understand that which sprang from the Light end of the Spectrum? He could only do his best to control it.

			He watched Kalena for a moment, aware that he found her pleasing to look at in the moonlight. Her hair was a tumbled mass of red tinted curls, her light colored tunic an odd shade of gold beneath Symmetra’s glare. She moved with the grace he had noted earlier and it made him wonder how she would move beneath him in bed. Something within him suddenly ached to find out. He was considering his unexpectedly fierce physical reaction when he realized she was heading for the portico that ran along Quintel’s side of the large house.

			 

			Kalena didn’t realize anyone else was in the garden until Ridge spoke quietly from directly behind her. At the sound of his voice, she whirled around, startled.

			“Those are the trade baron’s apartments,” Ridge said quietly, his eyes unreadable in the red moonlight. “No one goes into that portion of the house without an invitation from Quintel himself.”

			Kalena struggled to regain her poise. “I’m sorry. I did not realize I was on the verge of intruding. This house is so large, it’s easy to become confused.” That last bit was true. The house, with its two stories of spacious rooms and its endless gardens, was far larger than any home she had ever seen, even the half-remembered Great House of her early childhood. The mansion was made up of a sequence of rooms and gardens perfectly designed to present contrast after contrast. Circles and ovals were separated by squares, rectangles and oblongs, each room carefully proportioned to compliment the adjoining chambers and gardens.

			But Kalena’s reference to the elaborateness of the house was only a ruse, and she hoped Ridge would not realize that she wasn’t as lost as she claimed to be. She had known very well that she was nearing Quintel’s apartments, having casually asked a servant to explain the layout of the house. An assassin needed to make plans, and to do that she needed to know Quintel’s evening routine. Olara’s instructions were certainly detailed, but Kalena knew she would feel more confident of herself if she checked matters out firsthand. She had been attempting to discover more about Quintel’s evening habits just when Ridge startled her.

			In the red moonlight Ridge’s expression was austere, almost cruel. Standing in the shadows, he seemed very large and intimidating. She was far too conscious of his size and strength—and of something else. With a shock, Kalena suddenly realized that something in this man compelled her on a deep, primitive level. The realization frightened her for an instant, because she knew this man was not for her. There would doubtless be men in her free future, but she didn’t see how Ridge could be among them. He was tied to Quintel, and when her mission was over, Kalena would start down a new and different path. Her very safety would depend on her never seeing Ridge again. Quintel would appear to have died of natural causes, but Kalena wouldn’t want to stick around to take chances on anyone getting suspicious. More importantly, Olara had forbidden her niece to explore the most dangerous of temptations: sexual freedom. Kalena knew Olara’s injunction did not stem from her aunt’s notions of proper female behavior, but from a firm belief that the discovery of her own sensuality would spell disaster for Kalena’s mission.

			“Never mind,” Ridge said, taking firm hold of her arm.

			“I’ll guide you back to your quarters. I wish to speak to you, anyway.”

			Kalena glanced at him uneasily. “Of course, Trade Master.”

			“I think you had better drop the title and start calling me Ridge.”

			“Very well. As you wish.”

			He said nothing for a moment, walking in silence while he gathered his thoughts. Kalena waited anxiously, wondering what he was finding so difficult to discuss.

			“Quintel has decided he would like to give us a proper wedding,” Ridge finally stated somewhat aggressively, as if he expected an argument.

			Kalena relaxed, relieved that she wasn’t about to be interrogated about her activities in the garden. “That’s very generous of him.” A large wedding, Kalena thought, just as Olara had predicted.

			“Quintel has decided a proper wedding ceremony would be a good way to start our journey,” Ridge continued, his voice still heavy with the weight of authority. “He is not a man to ignore omens and he has what I suppose you could call a feeling for situations that is sometimes amazing.”

			“He sounds a good deal like my aunt,” Kalena observed tartly. “Does he go into trances, too?”

			Ridge muttered something crude under his breath. “Of course not. That’s a female thing. No man would pretend he was capable of going into a Far Seeing trance.”

			Kalena smiled impishly. “You mean a man would be too embarrassed to admit he had been endowed with such a female talent?”

			Ridge made an obvious bid for patience. “I only meant to imply that my employer has excellent instincts—trader’s instincts. Furthermore, he is nothing short of brilliant. I never argue with him when he makes a firm decision.” Ridge broke off and then added reluctantly, “Or at least I don’t argue with him very much. He’s almost always right.”

			“And because he has decided you and I are to go through this farce of a wedding, you have decided it’s a good idea?” She couldn’t resist teasing him when he was so obviously ambivalent about having a full-scale wedding ceremony.

			Ridge hesitated. “He’s convinced it will contribute toward the successful completion of this venture,” he finally said very formally.

			“Hmm. Which, translated, means he thinks the High Healers of Variance might be more disposed to deal with me if I seem more like a real wife to them. He’s hoping a proper wedding might make me appear more truly married, isn’t he?”

			Ridge halted abruptly and turned to look down at her. His golden eyes gleamed with a reluctant admiration. “It would seem you have your own fair share of female intuition.”

			“I prefer to think of it as an ability to reason with masculine logic,” she murmured, knowing that the comment would irritate him. Men did not like to admit that women were capable of great feats of logic. Logic was considered a masculine talent, a gift that had its origins at the Dark end of the Spectrum. To her surprise, Ridge did not rise to the bait.

			“I won’t argue fine points with you this evening, Kalena. The final verdict is that you and I will be going through a formal ceremony in three days’ time. I suppose you had better buy a wedding cloak,” he added vaguely. “Get whatever you need and tell the shopkeepers to send the bill to me. You better purchase a few things for the trail, too. I’ll make a list. While you’re at it you can pick up a couple of new shirts for me.”

			Kalena raised her eyebrows mockingly. “You are beginning to sound like a husband already.”

			To her surprise, Ridge took the comment seriously. “Yes, I am, aren’t I? Do you feel like a bride, Kalena?”

			“No,” she said bluntly. “As far as I am concerned, this is all playacting.” And her role in the play would end when she had completed her duty. “What we have between us is nothing more than a business arrangement.”

			Ridge eyed her narrowly, then settled his hands on her shoulders. Kalena felt the weight and strength of him and drew a deep breath. She saw in his eyes that Ridge had just come to some inner decision. In that moment she did not know whether to regret he had found her in the garden or be glad. She was not accustomed to the company of men in general, and never had she stood alone in the moonlight with a man’s hard hands on her shoulders. For an instant she was afraid, and then she reminded herself that soon she would be starting a whole new life, one that was certain to include men. Surely allowing herself a small taste of what the future might hold would do no real harm to her mission.

			“Perhaps,” Ridge drawled, his voice dangerously soft, “I should take my duties as a husband-to-be seriously. If I am going to be made to feel like a husband, Kalena, then I think you should be made to feel more like a wife.”

			Kalena stood very still, excitement shafting through her as she realized he was going to kiss her. For an instant a vision of her aunt’s outraged face rose to haunt her. Olara would be horrified. In truth, Kalena was slightly horrified herself. She had been telling herself for days that someday soon she would learn what it was like to be held by a man. Indeed, she had been looking forward to it with a nervous anticipation. But quite suddenly the moment was upon her, and she wasn’t as certain as she had been about what she wanted. It wasn’t that she feared the embrace, Kalena realized abruptly; it was that she wasn’t at all sure Ridge was the right man with whom to experiment. So much was at stake.

			She stirred belatedly as he lowered his head, but by then it was much too late. His hands tightened on her shoulders, pulling her closer to his waiting strength, and his mouth was on hers.

			Kalena felt curiously suspended in the red moonlight, as if she was no longer completely herself but was somehow on the verge of becoming joined with another—her born opposite. The sensation was disorienting, unlike anything she had experienced before. Very distantly, Olara’s warnings rang in her ears: You must not surrender to a man’s embrace until you have done your duty and avenged the honor of your House. Such an act would be extremely dangerous for you. But surely Olara had meant the complete act of making love, Kalena told herself. What harm could there be in a kiss?

			Ridge’s mouth moved on her lips, slowly, inevitably taking control, and then demanding a response. Kalena briefly felt his teeth in a tiny nip that took her by surprise. She parted her lips in astonishment. Before she could utter a protest he was there, inside her mouth, his tongue exploring and tasting her with a boldness that left her breathless.

			Kalena moaned faintly and felt Ridge’s hands slip from her shoulders down her spine and to the small of her back. Her arms went around his neck and she heard him inhale deeply. She had a fleeting impression that Ridge, too, was feeling unexpectedly disoriented, as if the kiss wasn’t turning out quite as he had anticipated. She could have sworn the large, strong hands that held her had trembled slightly. But almost immediately he seemed to regain control of both himself and the situation. His palms curved around her full hips as he urged her forcefully against the hardness of his lower body. She did not sense a calculated sensual expertise in Ridge’s embrace, but rather a determined hunger that seemed to have taken Ridge as much by surprise as it did her.

			Kalena’s mind was suddenly spinning with the excitement of sensually clashing opposites. Her gently curving breasts were crushed against his tautly muscled chest. Ridge spread his booted feet and her soft thighs were trapped between the hard lines of his legs. She felt his strong, blunt fingers luxuriating in the lush shape of her buttocks and heard him groan. The heat of his mouth was colliding with the coolness of her own, bringing alive sensations that she had never experienced.

			No wonder the sexual act was considered an example of a perfect union of opposing forces, Kalena thought. If a mere kiss brought such incredibly sweet devastation to her senses, she could only imagine what sharing a pallet with Ridge would do to her.

			She opened her eyes bemusedly when Ridge finally released her mouth. In the red moon’s light she looked up at him, her lips still parted, her eyes half-veiled behind her lashes. Ridge studied her face for a long moment, his own expression shadowed and brooding. Then he lifted his hand to touch her hair.

			“The color of a sunset,” he muttered, twisting his fingers through her thick curls. “The time of day when light and dark meet and embrace.”

			Kalena said nothing, aware that she was waiting for something and not sure how to ask for it. Ridge’s finger dropped from her hair to the line of her jaw. He ran his thumb along it with a touch that was all the more sensual by virtue of its obvious restraint. His eyes never left hers as he moved his hand lower, slipping it down the column of her throat until his palm settled on her breast.

			Through the fabric of her tunic Kalena was vividly aware of his touch. His palm glided across her nipple and she felt her own response. An unfamiliar warmth flooded through her body and she knew Ridge was aware of it because he let his hand trail farther down and slide over the small curve of her stomach until his palm rested on the focus of the strange, heady heat that was filling her veins.

			Kalena continued to stand very still, not daring to move. Their eyes were locked together and she knew only an outside force could break the contact. From a far corner of her mind, one of Olara’s teachings emerged to taunt and warn her: When perfectly opposing points on the Spectrum are brought into close proximity, the power they generate can be devastating. Kalena knew then that for better or worse, the luck of the Spectrum had ordained that she meet her perfect opposite when she encountered the man they called the Fire Whip.

			And that thought was the jarring interruption Kalena needed to break the dangerous contact. Drawing a deep breath, she gathered her senses and stepped back a pace, aware that she was trembling. Her arms fell from around Ridge’s neck. He made no move to stop her, merely watching her with an intentness that was almost alarming.

			“I wish you good evening, Ridge.” As if pulling free of a delicate but sticky web, she took another step back. Instinct told her she should run, not walk from Ridge’s presence. She turned away.

			“Kalena.” His voice was strangely harsh, deeper and more husky than usual. “There is one other thing we should discuss this evening.”

			She didn’t turn around, but she did pause on the rainstone path. “What is that?”

			“I am the man you are contracted to marry.”

			“I’m aware of that.”

			“Quintel is not for you. Not for any woman, for that matter. But females are often foolishly fascinated by him. Don’t let your curiosity lead you to try anything reckless or stupid.”

			If anything was needed to break the passionate spell of the red moonlight, that was it. Kalena’s chin lifted with cool arrogance. Did this Houseless bastard think he could give lectures on behavior to a daughter of a Great House? Even if she were only the farmer’s daughter she pretended to be, he was still out of line.

			“Remember that you are merely going to be playing the role of husband, Ridge. Don’t let your sense of duty go to your head.”

			“The marriage might be contracted for only a short period of time,” Ridge said evenly, “but it is very real while it lasts. Do not forget that, Kalena.”

			She ignored him, forcing herself to walk sedately along the rainstone path until she reached the shelter of the portico. There, hidden by the shadows of the graceful colonnade, she picked up the hem of her tunic and dashed for the safety of her apartment.

			 

			 

		 
 Three

			 

			 

			Ripples of brilliantly hued sarsilk floated through Kalena’s fingers. She stared in delighted wonder at the array of fabrics spread before her. The collection of expensive sarsilk brought all the way from Antipodes was only a portion of what was available here on Weavers Street.

			Today she had seen velvets in every color of the Spectrum, from fine lanti wool for winter cloaks and tunics to beautifully woven Risha cloth, a fabric made locally in town. Kalena had never had such an array and she was almost overwhelmed by the prospect of choosing her selection. But even more amazing to her was the knowledge that she wouldn’t have to sew these garments herself. For the first time since she had been a child, someone else could be paid to make clothes for her. Kalena wanted to laugh at the small sense of freedom that fact gave her. Not that she minded sewing, but having someone else do it was so much more pleasant. Standing on the threshold of real freedom was a giddy experience.

			“The tunics are no problem,” remarked the shopkeeper, a strong-featured woman of middle years and extensive bargaining skill. “I can have those ready this afternoon. The riding clothes will be ready by tomorrow. The trousers should be properly fitted for comfort, you understand.”

			Kalena nodded. She wanted the stylish new tunics as quickly as possible, but there was no great urgency about the riding outfit. After all, she had no intention of leaving on the contracted journey with Ridge. She had only ordered the riding clothes because Ridge was sure to ask if she had. Kalena had given much consideration to the matter of who should pay for the riding garments and the wedding cloak. Ridge expected to do so and she had finally convinced herself that there was nothing dishonorable in allowing him to pay the bills.

			After all, once Quintel was dead, a journey to the Heights of Variance would be impossible until another trade baron had been approved by the Town Council. With its reason for existing in the first place gone, the marriage contract would, no doubt, by mutual agreement be cancelled. But Kalena could hardly explain to Ridge why the equipment and clothes for the journey were unnecessary, so she really had no choice but to let him pay for them.

			Kalena was relieved by her decision. The issue might involve a fine point of honor, but for the daughter of a Great House, even the finest points were important. Nodding with satisfaction, she turned to the shopkeeper and said, “I will also need a wedding cloak.”

			The woman’s eyes lit up with mercantile enthusiasm. This farmer’s daughter did not appear to be wealthy, but even a woman from a farm town would want to spend as much as possible on a wedding cloak. With a little ingenuity it might be possible to coax this client into spending more than she had originally planned. “But of course. I have several suitable fabrics in stock. The sarsilk is considered appropriate. Have you decided upon a color?”

			It was the bride’s right to choose the color in which she would be married. The matter was important because the groom was obliged by convention to wear a man’s cloak in a properly contrasting color. Traditionally, brides chose pale colors from the Light end of the Spectrum, making it easy for their grooms to find a suitable counterpoint. But Kalena thought this was as good a time as any to begin her permanent break with tradition.

			“Something in red,” Kalena said smoothly, a perverse sense of humor making her finger a piece of scarlet sarsilk. Red was an assertive choice. There was little that could counter it. Kalena looked forward to seeing how Ridge met the challenge.

			The shopkeeper raised one eyebrow but said nothing. The scarlet sarsilk was very expensive and she was not about to kill a good sale by reminding the bride that she was flying in the face of convention. “I have no cloak available in this fabric, but I can have it made up by tomorrow afternoon. When is the wedding?”

			“The day after tomorrow,” Kalena said, moving along the counter to examine a bolt of green Risha cloth. “Have the cloak sent to the House of the Gliding Fallon. And send the bill for it and the riding clothes to the man named Ridge who works for the lord of that House. I will pay for everything else.”

			“The House of the Gliding Fallon?” The interest in the shopkeeper’s eyes quickened. “You are to be married to an employee of Trade Baron Quintel?”

			Before Kalena could respond, the wooden door of the shop swung open and a familiar voice answered the question. “I saw the contract, myself, Melita. This farmer’s daughter is indeed going to marry a man who works for Lord Quintel, and her groom is no mere servant of the House, believe me. Ridge is almost a son of the House.” Arrisa turned, a brilliant smile of greeting on her face. “Hello, Kalena.”

			Kalena returned the other woman’s smile tentatively. “I wish you good morning, Arrisa. Are you shopping on Weavers Street today?”

			Umm,” Arrisa murmured offhandedly. “I need a new pair of boots but I thought I saw you come in here and I decided to see how things went yesterday. What do you think of your future trade husband?”

			Kalena hesitated briefly, remembering the scene in the moonlit garden. “I found him formidable in some respects,” she admitted dryly.

			Good-natured laughter burst from Arrisa as she sauntered over to the counter. “Formidable. I like that. What a pretty way of putting it. It would be most amusing to discuss the matter with you on the morning after your wedding night when you are serving your husband his yant tea.”

			Kalena smiled politely, hiding her embarrassment. It seemed that almost any subject was acceptable on the streets of Crosspurposes. She was aware of the old custom of a wife rising in the morning to brew and serve yant tea to her husband before he left the pallet. Kalena had vague memories of her mother performing the small ritual for her father. No matter how rich a House or how many servants it employed, the wife alone made her husband’s morning tea. The standard joke among married men was that they judged the mood of their wives by the bitterness or sweetness of the drought that was served.

			“Has anyone told you yet why Ridge is called Fire Whip?” Arrisa asked conversationally.

			“You told me yesterday that he is called Quintel’s whip because the trade baron uses him to clear up trading difficulties on the routes,” Kalena answered carefully.

			Arrisa waved that aside. “I am referring to the fire part of his name, not the whip. Has no one told you the rumors?”

			Kalena’s mouth curved downward. “I get the impression gossip is not encouraged in the House of the Gliding Fallon. The servants are a very silent lot.”

			Arrisa grinned. “That doesn’t surprise me. Quintel can afford anything, even silence from his servants. Well, Kalena; since you are going to be sharing a sleeping pallet with Ridge, perhaps you should be told why there is fire in his name. I feel a sisterly obligation to warn you. Women have to stick together, don’t we?” Her voice lowered and automatically both Kalena and the shopkeeper leaned closer. “It is said that he is one of those rare men who can make the steel of Countervail glow red with the force of his anger.”

			For an instant hushed silence filled the shop. Even the woman behind the counter was taken aback. She stared at Arrisa while Kalena frowned, trying to remember the tales. “The stories of such men are just that for the most part,” she finally protested. “Mere yarns woven by the story spinners. It is said there are such men in every generation, but they are very few and far between. The odds of encountering one are unbelievably high.”

			Arrisa shrugged. “The stories surrounding Ridge are strong enough to have given him a name. There must be some element of truth to them.”

			“It takes little to hang a name on a man,” the shopkeeper pointed out.

			“True, but why this name on this particular man?” Arrisa countered.

			“Perhaps because the trade master is possessed of a quick temper,” Kalena said placatingly, not wishing to argue over the matter. “Legend has it that the ability to heat the steel of Countervail goes hand-in-hand with a savage temper.”

			“Most men have bad tempers,” the shopkeeper pointed out philosophically. “It has always seemed to me that it takes very little to anger a man. Since my husband died I have not been in any hurry to remarry because of that fact. The calm at home has been a relief. And the profits from this shop are all mine to spend as I see fit.”

			“The kind of fury it takes to make the steel of Countervail glow with the heat of fire is only distantly related to your average dose of masculine temper,” Arrisa announced. “Personally, if I were you I would be cautious, Kalena. You have contracted a dangerous marriage.”

			“It is merely a business arrangement,” Kalena insisted mildly. She turned to the shopkeeper. “Please have the cloak made up in the red sarsilk. I’ll pick up the tunics later this afternoon.”

			“And the riding outfit?” the shopkeeper asked quickly, making notes with an ink-filled quill.

			Kalena thought about it for a moment, wondering if she would ever wear the garment. “Have it made up in the dark green.”

			“Excellent.” The shopkeeper smiled in satisfaction. “I have your measurements. I will set the seamstress to work immediately. Now, the bill for the cloak and the riding clothes go to this Ridge at the House of the Gliding Fallon, but the other garments you will be paying for yourself?”

			Kalena caught the not-so-subtle hint. She removed the small wallet from the belt she wore at her waist and began counting out grans. The heavy coins clinked on the countertop under the shopkeeper’s watchful eye. When a suitable stack of them had been set out the woman smiled again and scooped them into a drawer.

			Arrisa watched the transaction with interest before falling into step beside Kalena, who made to leave the shop. “What’s next? Boots, perhaps?”

			“Yes,” Kalena admitted, “and a couple of shirts for Ridge.”

			“Aha. Has you buying his shirts already, does he? The man means to take full advantage of the convenience of a wife. The next thing you know he’ll have you embroidering his initials on his garments.” Arrisa laughed, then turned to Kalena with narrowed eyes. “That business with a cloak…”

			“For some reason Trade Baron Quintel wishes to have a formal ceremony to seal the contract,” Kalena explained as they stepped out onto the stone path.

			“And Ridge will humor him, of course. Ridge will do just about anything for the trade baron. Remember that, Kalena,” Arrisa said with unexpected seriousness. “Ridge’s first loyalty will always be to Quintel. It’s said that Quintel rescued him from a life on the streets of Countervail and since the day they met, Ridge has repaid him with absolute loyalty.” Then, almost instantly, her mood lightened again. “But if you are to sacrifice yourself on the altar of a contract wedding, you should have a proper trade wife send-off,” she announced with sudden enthusiasm. “Don’t you agree?”

			“A proper send-off?” Kalena gave her companion a curious, questioning glance.

			“A last night of freedom before you hit the trail. My friends and I will come for you shortly before the evening meal tomorrow night,” Arrisa said decisively. “I have several friends who will be glad to join us. We’ll make certain you enjoy the night, Kalena.”

			“The night? We will spend an evening in the taverns?” Astounded excitement lit Kalena’s eyes as she considered the prospect. Such an evening would have been unheard of back home. No respectable woman went out at night to a tavern, alone or even in the company of other women. But apparently it was not looked down on here in the town; another small taste of what lay ahead in her free future.

			“The prospect interests you?” Arrisa asked with a grin.

			“Very much,” Kalena said enthusiastically. “I’ll wear one of my new tunics. I ordered some short ones, just like yours. You are very gracious to invite me to join your friends, Arrisa.”

			Arrisa chuckled. “It’s going to be an amusing evening.”

			 

			The formal dining chamber of Quintel’s magnificent house was done in subtly contrasting shades of tan and pale blue. Kalena had become accustomed to the strongly balanced hues used throughout the house. She was grateful for the softer shade of sand and sea used in this room. Normally she was fond of vivid colors, but these middle Spectrum tones were more soothing to her nerves tonight.

			To say the least, she found it somewhat stressful to sit down to dine with the man she had come to kill and the man to whom she was contracted in marriage.

			It had all seemed so distant and abstract back home in Interlock. The man called Quintel had been only a name, part of her aunt’s endlessly repeated tales. Marriage to a stranger named Ridge had been only a means to an end. But for two nights she had shared a meal with both of these men, and her aunt’s bitter stories had taken on the substance of reality. Kalena found herself abnormally quiet during the evening meal.

			The low, round table in the center of the softly colored chamber was inlaid with tiny, exotically colored tiles that formed a swirling, undefined pattern. Kalena had spent some time trying to analyze the meaning of the design and had failed. The restless chaos in the tilework would have been disconcerting but for the pale tones used. Kalena, Ridge and Quintel were seated on low cushions, their fingerspears resting on small carved stands in front of them. The men sat with traditional masculine casualness, their attire making it easy for them to change position when the mood took them.

			Although Kalena was wearing one of her new, shorter tunics, she found herself too self-conscious to sit in any position other than the formal, kneeling, feminine style. Her trousered legs were gracefully curled beneath her and her back was elegantly straight. From this position she was expected to handle any service at the table that was not taken care of by the silent servant who brought in the various dishes. Pouring extra wine or dishing out second helpings was considered a female occupation. Good-naturedly, Kalena accepted the inevitable role of a woman at the evening table, telling herself it was only temporary. She wondered privately what Quintel and Ridge did when they had no female present. She would bet her last gran they were quite capable of serving themselves.

			Kalena was in the act of pouring Ridge another goblet of the golden Encana wine when he turned from his conversation with Quintel and spoke to her directly. “You made your purchases today?”

			“Yes,” she responded politely, setting down the crystal wine bottle. “I bought everything you told me to get, including your shirts. I’ll send them to your apartments later this evening.”

			For some reason she decided not to mention that she had been overcome by an unexpected attack of a traditional sense of duty toward her future husband late this afternoon. Or perhaps it had been guilt. Kalena wasn’t sure. She still didn’t know why she had purchased the embroidery silk and needles when she had bought Ridge’s shirts. Later, as she had sat sewing a small, discreet initial R onto the shirts before dinner, she had chastised herself for succumbing to such an old-fashioned gesture of feminine respect.

			But some aspects of one’s early training ran deep, she had discovered with a small sense of amused resignation. Besides, she had seen enough of Ridge’s clothing to know that no woman bothered to personalize his shirts with his initial. Considering the fact that he was a Houseless bastard, that was hardly surprising. Kalena told herself that Ridge was more or less an innocent pawn in the whole scheme of vengeance in which she was involved. The least she could do was embroider one or two of his shirts for him.

			Modestly, she lowered her eyes to the dish of hot, whipped columa berries in front of her. She had no wish to actively participate in the table conversation. But Ridge seemed determined to push her into the discussion.

			“What about the wedding cloak? Did you find one?”

			Her mouth started to lift in a private smile. Firmly Kalena stifled it. “Yes, Ridge. I found one.”

			Casually, Quintel asked the next question. “What did you select, Kalena?”

			She looked up, meeting Ridge’s gaze. “Red,” she stated boldly. “A most interesting shade of scarlet.”

			Quintel laughed in genuine amusement, raising his goblet in mock salute to Ridge whose expression was wry. “Very good. The lady has issued a challenge, Fire Whip. It would seem she has decided not to be a boring sort of bride. Tell me, what will you wear to counter the challenge?”

			Ridge picked up his wine and swallowed. “She’s chosen the color of red Symmetra. Therefore Kalena leaves me little choice. I will have to wear black, won’t I? The black of the night that enfolds the moon, the way a man embraces his woman.”

			Kalena felt the heat surge into her face, knowing her small act of assertiveness had just been well and truly squashed. “The entire matter of the wedding would seem quite pointless under the circumstances.”

			“No,” Quintel said gently, “it is not pointless. Not in this instance. You must trust my judgment in this matter. I have made all the preparations. The wedding will be at the customary hour of sunset and it will be followed by a proper feast.”

			“You have invited a lot of people?” Kalena asked anxiously. A good-sized crowd would make her task easier. Olara had foreseen a large crowd.

			“A number of traders and their associates. Men Ridge knows. Forgive me for not asking if there was anyone you would wish to invite, Kalena. I assumed that since you are alone in town there would be no one you would wish present.”

			“I’ll let you know tomorrow evening,” Kalena said firmly.

			Ridge immediately picked up on that remark. He shot her a quick, speculative glance. “What happens tomorrow evening?”

			“It is then I hope to meet some new friends. Perhaps I will ask them to the wedding. The bride is entitled to bring her own witnesses, is she not? She is entitled to have women friends to attend her and make certain she has her time of privacy after the ceremony before the groom comes to her room.” She had to have that traditional hour of privacy. It was essential to her task.

			“Of course you may invite whom you wish,” Quintel murmured.

			Ridge scowled thoughtfully. “What friends will you be meeting? You know no one in town.”

			“Except Arrisa. You remember her?” Some of Kalena’s earlier enthusiasm returned. Her eyes sparkled. “She has arranged to give me what she calls a trade wife send-off. She and her associates will be calling for me tomorrow evening. Oh, that reminds me, my lord,” she added, turning to Quintel. “Please do not expect me for the evening meal tomorrow”

			Ridge shifted slightly, one arm looped around an upraised knee, his wine goblet grasped in his fingers. His golden gaze was narrow and suspicious. “You plan to spend the evening with Arrisa and her friends?”

			“Arrisa was kind enough to invite me when I ran into her on Weavers Street this morning.”

			“I don’t think you realize exactly what sort of evening you might be letting yourself in for,” Ridge began with the familiar arrogance of a male who is about to straighten out a sadly naive female. “Arrisa and her friends are not the sort of acquaintances you would wish to encourage.”

			“Why not?”

			“Well, several of them have been trade wives in the past or have accompanied the caravans in, uh, certain capacities. All of them have a reputation for rather loose behavior.”

			Kalena smiled brightly. “But I am going to be a trade wife myself. These are the sort of women whom I shall be associating with in the future. I should get to know their ways; be accepted among them.”

			Ridge’s mouth tightened. “Your aunt is a respectable Healer. I am sure she would not approve of your plans for tomorrow evening.”

			Kalena managed to resist pointing out that her aunt was the one who had contracted for the trade marriage in the first place. “I expect you’re right. My aunt has extremely restrictive notions,” Kalena allowed diplomatically.

			“Not half as restrictive as a husband’s notions.” Ridge clattered his goblet warningly as he set it down on the table.

			Kalena chose to ignore the gesture. “I haven’t got a husband. Not yet,” she said softly.

			“Two nights from now that particular detail will be corrected,” Ridge informed her meaningfully. “In the meantime you will behave yourself in a proper manner.”

			“I will behave myself in a proper trade wife manner,” Kalena agreed politely. “But since I don’t yet know exactly how trade wives behave, I shall first have to learn something about the subject, won’t I?”

			“Not from Arrisa and her friends,” Ridge said coldly.

			Aware of Quintel’s amused attention, Kalena decided to drop her end of the argument. She had no need to quarrel over the matter. She fully intended to join Arrisa and her friends the following evening and nothing Ridge could do would change that. She would gain nothing by making a spectacle of herself at the trade baron’s table. Meekly, Kalena went back to her columa berries. They weren’t quite as good as the ones she was accustomed to getting back in Interlock, she decided.

			Ridge watched her broodingly for a short time and then apparently decided he had successfully handled the situation. He appeared relieved, and proud of his first attempt at exercising husbandly responsibility. “Did you remember to buy riding clothes?”

			“Yes, Ridge. I remembered the riding garments. The shopkeeper said they would be ready tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Boots?”

			“I ordered boots. They’ll be delivered tomorrow also.”

			He nodded, satisfied. “I’ll take care of everything else.”

			“I assumed you would.”

			He ignored that, turning to Quintel. “We’ll leave at dawn the morning after the wedding. There’s no reason to delay any longer.”

			“I quite agree,” Quintel said. He took a small bite of the meat and vegetable mixture on his plate. Quintel ate sparingly at all meals. “Tell me, Kalena, did your aunt encourage you to train as a Healer?”

			Kalena shook her head, knowing that the art of Healer was the last path down which Olara would have sent her. Such a calling would have made the goal for which Kalena had been raised impossible. Healers found it impossible to kill except in self-defense. Furthermore, Olara had always told Kalena in no uncertain terms that she saw no evidence of the Talent in her niece, anyway. That fact had always made Kalena strangely sad. She would have liked very much to have been born with the Talent. But it was unlikely Olara was wrong in her opinion on Kalena’s lack of ability. Olara was a very gifted Healer. Some said she could have been a High Healer if she had chosen to join the women of the Variance valley. She was almost never wrong. “No. My aunt had other ambitions for me.”

			“I see. Does your aunt think you might have inherited some of her Talent?”

			Kalena looked at him, sensing a question behind the question.

			“Don’t worry, my lord, my aunt is certain I can accomplish my role in this venture.”

			“Then I must be satisfied with her certainty. You say your aunt handled your education. Did she teach you about the Stones?”

			“I know the legend of the Stones of Contrast as well as the tales of the Keys to the Stones,” Kalena said carefully. “I have also been instructed in the Philosophy of Contrast.”

			“But you do believe the tales?”

			“My aunt believes in the Keys,” Kalena said thoughtfully. “It would be difficult to find a true Healer who did not believe in them. The Light Key is said to be the source of the power of the Sands of Eurythmia and therefore an asset to all Healing. My aunt is a very wise woman and if she chooses to believe in the Keys, then I’m inclined to think there may be some substance to the tales.”

			“Very cautiously spoken,” Quintel said with a small smile. “I myself am careful when asked such questions. But I keep an open mind.”

			“It would seem that any intelligent person would keep an open mind on such a subject. Zantalia is very large, and the portion of it that we occupy here on the Northern Continent is so small in comparison to the unknown regions on the other side of the world. Who knows what mysteries will be uncovered when all the world is explored?”

			“A very wise frame of mind,” Quintel said approvingly.

			He meant considering the fact that she was a woman, Kalena thought, aware that Ridge was listening closely. “Thank you, my lord,” she said politely. “If even a portion of the legends about the Stones of Contrast are discovered to be true, we shall have a very interesting problem to unravel, won’t we? There is the whole matter of who or what the Dawn Lords really were and whether they truly commanded the incredible power of the Stones, let alone the power of the Keys.”

			“It is only in large towns such as Crosspurposes and relatively progressive areas such as the Interlock valley that anyone even questions the legends, Kalena,” Quintel pointed out. “When you travel with Ridge to the Heights of Variance you will learn that in other places the tales of the Dawn Lords and their Stones of Contrast are assumed to be fact.”

			“And,” Ridge put in deliberately, “you will not bring up philosophical questions on the matter to the people we meet on our journey, understand? In some villages such comments could get us mobbed or hounded out of the community.”

			“I shall be guided by your actions,” Kalena murmured with suitable meekness.

			Ridge looked pleased with her wifely response. “I’ll take care of you, Kalena, and see that you don’t come to harm.”

			 

			Two hours after the close of the lengthy meal, Kalena put the last embroidered stitch in Ridge’s shirt. Putting down the needle and thread, she held the garment up to the soft light of a firegel lamp and examined her handiwork with a critical eye. She was never going to be able to make her living as a professional seamstress, but the job was passable, she decided. If Ridge complained he could rip out the embroidery himself.

			Kalena uncurled from her stool, stood up and stretched. She still wasn’t certain whether she had been motivated by guilt or an unreasonable notion of duty, but it hardly mattered. The deed was done. She folded the two shirts and went to the bell to summon a servant. Hand on the bell rope, she paused. Ridge’s apartments were only a few doors down from her own. She could deliver the shirts herself. His reaction would be interesting to see, Kalena decided. She picked up the folded shirts and headed down the corridor.

			But by the time she reached Ridge’s moonwood door, she was experiencing a severe attack of second thoughts. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. She should have sent the shirts along with a servant. Kalena chewed her lip thoughtfully, her hand raised to knock.

			Before she could make up her mind, the door swung open and she found herself staring at Ridge. He returned her gaze with a somewhat suspicious expression.

			“What is it, Kalena?” he asked. “Is something wrong?”

			Impulsively, she shoved the shirts into his hands. “These are the items you asked me to purchase today. Knowing the way shopkeepers work, the bill for them will probably be arriving bright and early in the morning. I didn’t want you wondering where the shirts were.”

			He glanced down at the soft lanti wool garments he was holding, his eyes thoughtful. “They’re embroidered.”

			“I’m not very good at that sort of thing,” Kalena explained hurriedly. “So I didn’t make the Rs very large.”

			Ridge continued to stare down at the embroidery. Kalena had used a dark brown thread to contrast the neutral color of the wool. Wonderingly, he stroked one of the letters with the tip of his thumb. “I’ve never worn an embroidered shirt.”

			Kalena cleared her throat, feeling ridiculously nervous. “Yes, well, after you examine my workmanship under a good light, you might not want to wear these. I wish you good evening, Ridge.” She took a step backward.

			“Wait.” His head came up quickly, a small frown darkening his eyes.

			“Yes, Ridge?”

			“Thank you, Kalena. Your work is beautiful. I shall wear the shirts with pride.”

			She grinned at that. “No need to exaggerate.”

			His expression relaxed into one tinged with humor. “I take it needlework is not your favorite pastime?”

			Kalena wrinkled her nose. “Weren’t there any tasks you had to master while growing up that you would just as soon never have learned?”

			The amusement faded from his eyes. “There are definitely some things I wish I had never had to learn, Kalena. Sometimes we have no choice, do we?”

			“No,” she whispered. “Sometimes we have no choice in what we must master.” She took another step away from him, summoning a smile of polite farewell.

			He studied her shadowed face for a moment. “Are you afraid of our coming venture together, Kalena?”

			Surprised at the question, she just looked at him for a moment. Oh, yes, she thought silently, she was afraid. She was now beginning to realize just how afraid of her task she really was. Her whole future hinged on committing an act of horrible violence. How could she not be afraid? Failure meant being forever disgraced; success meant she would be a murderess. But she had no choice. She must claim her own future.

			“Have I reason to fear, Ridge?” she countered aloud.

			“It would be only natural for a young woman in your position to be a little nervous, I think,” Ridge said earnestly. “But I promise to take good care of you on the journey.”

			Kalena was touched by the sincerity she saw behind his words. She could hardly tell him he wouldn’t have to worry about being burdened with her on the trip, so she just smiled again. “Thank you, Ridge. I trust the journey will go well.”

			He coughed slightly as she once more made to leave. “Uh, Kalena, I didn’t mean I would just take care of you on the journey, itself.”

			“Yes, Ridge?” she prompted, a little confused by his obvious awkwardness. Ridge was not normally a hesitant man by any stretch of the imagination.

			“I meant,” he plowed on stolidly, “that I will be a good trade husband to you.”

			“Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say. Kalena was painfully aware of the warmth rising on her cheeks and was grateful for the shadows. He was having a difficult time and she almost felt sorry for him. “Thank you for the reassurance,” she managed to say dryly.

			“Dammit, Kalena, I’m making a poor job of this. What I’m trying to say is, you won’t have cause to regret signing the trade marriage agreement with me instead of some other man.” His big hands tightened on the folded shirts. “And thank you for the fine needlework,” he concluded gruffly.

			“You’re welcome, Ridge.” This time Kalena made good her escape, although she was conscious of Ridge standing in the doorway of his room watching her until she slipped safely into her own apartment. When she glanced back one last time she thought he was looking down at his shirts, his expression oddly pleased.

			 

			The Fire Whip was not looking at all pleased as evening fell the following day. He encountered Kalena as she waited in the wide, tiled entry hall of the house for the arrival of Arrisa and her friends. In honor of the occasion, Kalena was wearing her most vividly hued tunic, a daringly short affair of yellow and red Risha cloth over blue-green trousers. She had high-heeled velvet boots on her feet and her best combs in her hair. Her one indulgence in the area of jewelry yesterday had been to purchase a set of ear clips fashioned of tinted glass gems that were supposed to imitate the fabulously expensive green crystal mined near the Talon Pass. The sparkling glass stones were mounted on narrow, flexible strips that encircled the entire outer curve of her ear. Kalena had never worn anything like them before in her life. All in all, she was feeling quite adventurous about the coming evening.

			Ridge came around the corner of the hall, apparently on his way to Quintel’s apartment. He was wearing one of his new shirts with a small R worked on the left shoulder. He took one look at Kalena and his golden eyes came alive with angry heat. “So. You’ve decided to join Arrisa and her friends, after all.”

			“I had intended to join them all along,” Kalena answered pleasantly. “I simply didn’t choose to argue about it over dinner last night.”

			The flames in his golden eyes burned higher. “I forbid it.”

			She sighed. “We both know you haven’t that right, Ridge.”

			“By tomorrow night I will have every right,” he snapped. “By the Stones, Kalena, I will not tolerate such behavior. Do you think I am forbidding tonight’s little jaunt just because I enjoy exercising my authority?”

			“Umm. Yes. That seems to be the general reason men forbid women to do things.”

			He took a long angry step toward her. “I have made this decision for your own good, you contrary little wench. The same way I will be making other decisions during the course of our marriage. I expect you to have the sense to obey me. Last night I got the impression you had some measure of common sense. I assumed—”

			The heavy knocker sounded outside and a soft-footed servant slipped into the hall to open the door. Kalena heard Arrisa’s voice, and she smiled up at Ridge. “Have a pleasant evening, Ridge. This is your last night of freedom, also. You should celebrate. I’d invite you to join us, but I’m afraid the other women would object.”

			“Dammit, Kalena, listen to me. This is not the sort of crowd you should be joining.”

			She swept eagerly toward the door. “You’re wrong, Ridge. This is precisely my sort of crowd. I have waited a good many years to be a freewoman.”

			“After tomorrow night, you won’t be free,” he vowed, taking one more dangerous step toward her. “And the moment you are officially put into my keeping, I’m going to take measures to start correcting your stubborn ways.”

			“I can see that you are going to make a very dull sort of husband.” Kalena threw him a last, laughing glance and hurried outside into the balmy evening. The door closed behind her, blocking out the sight of Ridge’s glowering face. “Arrisa, I’m ready.”

			Arrisa stood on the stone path along with three other women. All were dressed in a dazzling array of bright tunics and flashing jewelry. They greeted Kalena with wide, infectious grins as Arrisa made introductions and Kalena knew the evening that lay ahead of her would be unlike any other she had ever experienced.

			“Let’s be off,” Arrisa commanded, taking charge of the small crowd. “I have ordered an evening meal at the Sign of the Dark Key. After all, we’ll let the night take us where it will. Don’t worry, Kalena, we’ll have you back here in time for your wedding.”

			Helpless to stop Kalena and thoroughly disgusted by that fact, Ridge opened the great hall doors and watched the brightly dressed flock of women disappear down the street. Their cheerful laughter floated back to him on the soft evening air. Tomorrow night, he promised himself, things would be different. Kalena would learn what it was to have a husband. She was tasting the heady air of freedom tonight, probably for the first time in her life, but she would only have one night of it. Enough to satisfy her curiosity, Ridge told himself, but not enough to corrupt her.

			Ridge further calmed his temper by telling himself that Arrisa knew better than to go too far when it came to showing Kalena the life of the freewomen of the town. She knew she would answer to Ridge if she got Kalena into real trouble. Arrisa was a little wild, but she was not stupid, he decided. She would exercise some discretion this evening. In addition, Kalena would undoubtedly discover that the fast nightlife offered by Crosspurposes was more than a little shocking to her country bred sensibilities. Her good upbringing should afford some protection and caution.

			Consoling himself with that thought, Ridge slammed the heavy moonwood door and continued down the hall toward Quintel’s apartments. Tomorrow night, he vowed silently once again, tomorrow night everything would be different. Unconsciously, he reached up to touch the silken embroidered R on his shoulder.

			 

			The dark hour of midnight came and went without causing a single, disturbing ripple in the boisterous party. Kalena noticed the time when she happened to glance at a water clock as they entered the fourth tavern of the evening. She and her new friends then sat at a low plank table in the smoky room and ordered another round of red ale to share. Almost everyone else in the tavern was male, although a few other bold women were scattered here and there. Kalena and her friends were drawing stares, just as they had done in the last three taverns, not just because they were women, but because their laughter and the jests were becoming increasingly loud. Kalena’s voice was already quite hoarse from the effort of projecting above the general din.

			“A toast to the new trade wife!” the blonde woman named Vertina announced for perhaps the tenth time. Each toast had been a bit bawdier than the last. “May she finally learn the truth about the Fire Whip.”

			“What truth?” Arrisa demanded, lifting her tankard.

			“Why, the truth about his ability to make the steel of Countervail glow red hot,” Vertina said with a wicked grin. “I figured if it’s ever going to glow, it will do so in bed. Pay attention tomorrow night, Kalena. The steel between your husband’s legs is from Countervail, you know. Ridge was born there, I was told. I, for one, have always been curious to know just how hot it can get.”

			Kalena flushed at the crudeness of the joke, torn between laughter and shock. Even after spending the evening with this crowd, she was still finding herself startled by some of their ribald remarks. “I’ll, uh, try to pay attention,” she mumbled into her tankard.

			“That reminds me,” another woman interrupted, pulling a small lanti skin pouch out of her pocket. “I have the bride’s present. Surely it’s time we gave it to her?”

			Amid more loud laughter, everyone agreed. Kalena smiled expectantly. She had never received many gifts from Aunt Olara. “That’s very kind of you,” she said, meaning it. Eagerly she accepted the pouch, untying the leather thong. Inside, she saw a powder. Cautiously Kalena sniffed. For a moment she couldn’t identify it, and then she remembered Olara preparing a certain concoction at the request of neighboring farm women. The pungent odor of the selite leaves identified the powder. Kalena’s cheeks turned red again.

			“Thank you,” she murmured. “It’s very thoughtful of all of you.”

			“You should probably start taking it now,” Vertina said. “Just a pinch. Use the ale to wash it down.”

			“But, I, uh, won’t need it until tomorrow night,” Kalena protested gently.

			“Ha,” Arrisa said laughingly. “You don’t know that for certain. No telling what the rest of the night holds. Take the powder and be safe, Kalena.”

			It would do no harm, Kalena decided. Good-naturedly, she took a pinch of the powder women took to prevent conception and washed it down with a swallow of ale. When she was finished a cheer went up around the table.

			A loud male voice from across the room shouted for the tavern keeper. “Can’t you keep those women quiet?”

			Arrisa smiled broadly, then responded, “Why don’t you take a trip to the Dark end of the Spectrum?”

			Another man from the opposite corner of the smoky room seconded the opinion of the first male. The woman with him jumped to her feet and announced her disagreement with her partner’s attitude by dumping ale over his head.

			“Close your mouth, Bleen, they’re not bothering you.”

			Bleen’s roar of rage was followed by a desperate bid for peace by the tavern keeper. That proved unsuccessful, however, as several other males joined with the first in protesting the presence of Kalena’s group. It proved too much for Arrisa and the others. Kalena was startled to see her new friends jump to their feet and grab for full tankards of ale to hurl across the room at the offending males.

			Pandemonium ensued with the inevitability of night following day. Before she quite realized what was happening, Kalena found herself in the midst of a tavern brawl. There was, she discovered, only one rule: you stuck by your friends. She grabbed her own tankard and sent it flying across the room.

			Somebody called the Town Patrol almost immediately. The officers arrived shortly afterward.

			The patrol runner presented himself at Quintel’s door half an hour after the brawl had been quelled.

			“Tell Quintel’s Whip that we have a woman claiming to be his future wife in custody,” the runner said gravely to the sleepy servant who opened the door. “Ask Ridge if he wants her to spend a night in jail or if he’d prefer to come claim her.”

			 

			 

		 
 Four

			 

			 

			Kalena heard the ring of Ridge’s boots on the stone floor of the patrol office a few seconds before she saw him. She was grateful for the brief warning, which gave her a chance to paste what she hoped was a winning smile on her face. She was sitting on a hard bench, Arrisa and the others arranged beside her. Kalena was aware of the other women’s uneasiness.

			“I think I would have been better off spending the rest of the night in jail,” Arrisa muttered gloomily.

			“She’s right.” Vertina groaned, holding her head in both hands. “If you would just let the patrol take us downstairs, Kalena, things might be a great deal easier in the long run.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Kalena declared with sweeping confidence. “Ridge will get us all out of here.”

			The other women looked at her as if she wasn’t quite right in the head. But before Kalena could speak, the Fire Whip was striding into the room, filling it up with the force of his barely leashed fury. Kalena finally realized why his temper was legendary. The gold of his eyes was molten with the force of his anger. He pinned Kalena for an instant with that scorching gaze, ignoring the other women. Then he spoke to one of the patrol officers. His voice was far too soft for Kalena’s comfort.

			“That’s her. Release her. I’ll wait for her outside.” He turned to stalk back into the outer office without another word.

			Frantically, Kalena took hold of her unsettled nerves and sprang to her feet. “Ridge, wait! What about my friends?”

			“Uh, Kalena, maybe you should just shut up and go with him,” Arrisa advised in a low tone.

			But it was too late. Ridge had already swung around in the doorway, his hand resting a little too casually on the handle of his sintar. His face was a frighteningly expressionless mask. “Your friends?” he repeated in a gentle voice laced with liquid fire.

			Kalena realized her pulse was racing. She was stunned to find herself quelled by the temper of a man who couldn’t even claim a decent House name. For the sake of the Spectrum, where was her own pride? Kalena rallied herself, keeping her head high and her voice as serene as possible. “Perhaps I should have said my wedding guests, Ridge. I have invited my friends to the wedding. I cannot allow them to spend the rest of the night in jail.”

			There was a moment of frozen silence while Ridge looked at her across the width of the room. The patrol captain waited warily for the explosion, obviously a little uncertain about what to do when it occurred.

			Kalena licked her lower lip and decided to ride out the storm by making an effort to placate the man she had contracted to marry. If she were honest with herself, she had to admit that the situation was largely her own fault. The man had a right to be angry. Quietly she said, “Ridge, please. As a wedding gift to me, will you arrange for their release?”

			A strange light flashed in his eyes. “Come here,” he said evenly.

			Kalena hesitated, every nerve in her body aware of the challenge in him. Ridge had obviously had more than enough of her bravado this evening. He didn’t repeat the command; he simply waited. Kalena counted a few more seconds, then walked slowly across the room to stand in front of him. Everyone else held their tongues and their breath.

			“You’re asking for a wedding gift?” Ridge didn’t move in the doorway.

			“Yes, please.” Kalena kept her hands tightly clasped in front of her. She looked up at him with earnest, hopeful eyes and waited with what she trusted was a wifely humility. The thing was, it wasn’t an act. At this moment she felt very much like an errant wife pleading for a bit of mercy from her husband. For the first time she was confronted with the fact that Ridge held real power over her in this situation. He could choose to grant the favor or withhold it. Nothing she had done so far this evening had predisposed him to grant any favors.

			“If you would claim a gift, Kalena, then you must be prepared to give one in return.”

			Kalena took a deep breath, aware that in the matter of gift giving, as in everything else in life, a balance must be maintained. “Claim your gift, Ridge.”

			“Yes,” he said, as if to himself, “I think it’s time I did.” He took her arm and glanced at the captain. “Release them. I will see to it that damages are paid.”

			Relief flowed through Kalena, washing out the tension and uncertainty. The crisis was past. She began to wonder why she had been so nervous. Of course Ridge would never have left her to sit in jail or denied her the boon of freeing her friends. He might have a temper that originated in the Dark end of the Spectrum, but he was a decent man. “My thanks, Ridge!” Impulsively she stood on tiptoe, threw her arms around his neck and hugged him gratefully. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your generosity.”

			He looked down into her face. The fire had faded from his eyes, and was replaced by something else, something she couldn’t quite identify. “You can tell me how grateful you are later when we reach Quintel’s house.” Disengaging himself from her arms, he guided her firmly out of the room.

			Kalena turned to glance over her shoulder as she was led from the room. She grinned happily at her relieved friends. “I had a wonderful evening. Thank you very much, and I hope to see you at the wedding. You will be sure to come, won’t you?”

			“Are you kidding?” Arrisa asked with a laugh. “Wouldn’t miss it for all the crystal in Talon Pass.”

			The walk back to Quintel’s house was conducted in absolute silence on Ridge’s part. But he had no real need to speak. Kalena occupied the entire time with a bubbling account of her evening on the town. Ridge listened without comment as they followed the light of the firegel lamps down the main avenue to their destination.

			Kalena’s tale didn’t begin to wind down until the doors of Quintel’s house swung open to admit Ridge and herself. She had a brief moment of anxiety at the thought of explaining the evening’s events to the Master of the House. But that fear was put to rest as Ridge steered her forcefully in the direction of the guest quarters.

			“I must admit, you were very generous back there in the patrol office, Ridge,” Kalena concluded magnanimously as they approached her room. “I know Arrisa and the others appreciated your actions as much as I did. I realize you probably don’t wholeheartedly approve of everything that happened this evening, and under the circumstances I think you behaved very nobly.”

			Ridge spoke for the first time since they had left the patrol office. “You, on the other hand, behaved like an ill-mannered, ill-bred, ill-governed female who needs to be introduced to the business end of a creet whip.”

			Kalena gasped at the unexpected threat. “Ridge, what a terrible thing to say! No one but a Houseless bastard would use a creet whip on a woman.”

			“I am a Houseless bastard, or hasn’t anyone bothered to inform you of that fact?” He didn’t pause at her door, but continued down the colonnaded path toward his own apartments.

			“Oh, for Spectrum’s sake, I didn’t mean that,” Kalena said, shocked as much by her own bad manners as his. “It was just an expression. Ridge, please try to understand. I have never in my life had such an evening as I had tonight. It was so exciting. I felt so free…”

			He threw her a faintly mocking glance. “You felt free sitting there on a bench in the headquarters of the Town Patrol waiting for me to bail you out? You’ve got an odd notion of freedom, woman.”

			“Not then,” she said, waving the culmination of the evening’s events aside with a careless hand. “I meant earlier. We went where we wished, sat drinking in the taverns just like the men do, and when the fight broke out we held our own.”

			His mouth quirked wryly. “You held your own, did you? How many poor males did you brain with an ale tankard tonight, Kalena? Or weren’t you keeping score?”

			She laughed up at him. “I tried to keep score but it got complicated. Do you keep score when you get into tavern brawls, Ridge?”

			“Don’t look at me so innocently. I haven’t been in a tavern brawl in years, but the last time I was I sure as hell wasn’t keeping score. There’s no point. The only thing that counts is coming out in one piece. Do you realize you could have been injured tonight? Some idiot might have pulled a sintar or broken your nose with his fist.”

			“I would have looked very interesting at the wedding with a broken nose.”

			“It’s not funny, Kalena. It was a stupid and dangerous thing to do.”

			“I’ll bet you’ve done lots of things that were much more stupid and much more dangerous.”

			He groaned. “I’m beginning to think we have a basic problem here.”

			She smiled questioningly. “What problem is that?”

			“A proper wife is supposed to display a certain degree of, well, alarm, or at least some reasonable apprehension when her lord is forced to bail her out of jail after an evening such as you spent tonight.”

			“I’m not a proper wife,” Kalena declared with gleeful satisfaction. “I’m going to be a trade wife. And technically, I’m not even that, not yet.”

			“You will be soon enough,” he stated brusquely. “Why do I have to keep reminding you that even though this is meant to be a short-term marriage it’s still a legal marriage? During the course of it you are still subject to your husband.”

			She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Surely you don’t expect me to cower in fear whenever I’m in your presence?”

			He looked briefly irritated. “There’s a difference between going in fear of me and behaving with some discretion. I told you not to get involved with Arrisa and her crowd.”

			“Do you pay a lot of attention to people who advise you not to do what you want to do?” she asked with great interest.

			He glared at her. “We’re not discussing my behavior. It’s your actions we’re dealing with here.”

			“The thing is, Ridge,” she said quite seriously, “I had a great time. Freedom is a wonderful thing, isn’t it?

			“I wouldn’t know,” he said quietly. “I’ve never had a lot of it.”

			Startled, she came to a halt and swung around to stare searchingly up at him, “What are you talking about? You’ve been free all of your life.”

			“That’s a matter of interpretation. I’ve been living with a single goal all my life. The only freedom I’ve had was in picking and choosing the various means I could use to reach that goal. Sometimes the choices aren’t pleasant.”

			Fascinated, she continued to study his intent face. “What goal is that, Ridge?”

			“I’m going to found my own House. A Great House.” He challenged her silently, as if expecting her to mock his dream.

			But Kalena felt no amusement. “Such a goal will require much from you, Trade Master. It might even get you killed.”

			“With any luck, it will get me rich instead.” He caught her arm and pulled her forward. “But in the meantime I remain a bastard. Just ask anyone,” he added with a grim smile.

			Kalena came back to her senses as he tugged her after him. “Where are we going? My rooms are back there. Surely you’re not thinking of actually…actually…” Her voice trailed off as he stopped in front of his room and shoved open the arched door. He wouldn’t really beat her as he had half-threatened earlier, she told herself. He couldn’t do such a thing. Even if he had no claim to any House, he would not embarrass the Great House by which he was employed by abusing a woman.

			“Relax. I didn’t bring you here to beat you, Kalena,” he told her mildly, pulling her into the chamber and shutting the door.

			“Then why are we here?” she demanded, realizing he was making no move to turn on the firegel lamps. In the deep shadows Ridge seemed very large and threatening. At times he was indeed a creature of darkness; something dangerous and forbidding.

			“We’re here,” he said bluntly, “so that I can claim my gift. You aren’t going to tell me I have no right to it, are you?” He began unlacing the leather that fastened the front of his shirt. His movements were deliberate.

			In the red-tinted moonlight drifting through the window, Kalena saw the lambent flames in Ridge’s eyes. The fire in him was still evident, but it had taken on a different kind of heat. She caught her breath as full realization flooded over her. In the wake of that womanly knowledge came another emotion, a blossoming excitement of the kind she had first encountered in the garden the night before. Perhaps her rising euphoria also had a few roots in the surging physical excitement she had experienced during the tavern brawl. Kalena wasn’t sure and she didn’t feel much like analyzing the matter. Not now. She didn’t move as myriad thoughts half-formed and then faded in her head. One remained, prodding her to ask the single question that needed to be asked.

			“Are you doing this to punish me for what I did tonight?” Her voice was a husky whisper.

			Ridge finished the last of the laces and stood with his shirt open. He studied her, lifting one hand to catch her chin. “No, Kalena, I’m not going to make love to you in order to punish you.”

			“Then why?”

			“It’s our wedding day,” he pointed out quietly.

			She shook her head. “But not our wedding night.”

			His mouth curved faintly in the moonlight. “We’ll make it our wedding night.”

			“Will we?” The excitement was flickering through her, as undeniable as it was dangerous. Aunt Olara would be furious if she knew what was happening. Olara’s fierce objections to this moment of feminine discovery sounded once more in Kalena’s head: You must not allow a man to embrace you until you have accomplished your mission. The honor of your House is at stake. You must not allow yourself to be deflected from the path that has been ordained for you. Passion is dangerous. It can cloud the mind and blind it to what must be done. Nothing and no one must stand between you and your destiny as the last daughter of the House of the Ice Harvest.

			But she was on the brink of that destiny tonight, Kalena told herself. Surely it was too late for a man’s passion to deflect her from her goal. She would do what had to be done. The honor of her House would be avenged, Kalena promised herself. But tonight belonged to her. She was filled with a wild, reckless energy that convinced her she could handle both her mission and this passionate encounter.

			Tonight she could have still another taste of the heady freedom that would be hers when she had killed Quintel. She was strong enough to risk it. Olara was wrong. She was not so weak as to be seduced from her task by temptations, Kalena told herself. She could sample the temptation and still do her duty.

			She felt the rough edge of Ridge’s hand on the line of her jaw. If something went wrong, if she failed in her task, or even if she succeeded but managed to bungle somehow, she could easily be dead by this time tomorrow. The thought of dying without ever having known the end result of this flaring exhilaration was infinitely depressing. Surely she could ignore Olara’s warnings tonight. It was too late for any damage to be done. A few hours of passionate discovery in this man’s arms would not cloud her mind or turn her aside from the task that awaited.

			“Do you swear on your honor that you have no intention of punishing me for disobeying you tonight? That only desire guides you now?” she asked softly. If she was going to defy Olara’s teachings and take the risk of giving herself to the Fire Whip, she had to be certain that his motives were as simple and honest as her own. She would take the risk of surrendering to passion and freedom, but she would not submit to some warped notion of retribution. She might be the last daughter of a Great House, but she was, nevertheless, a member of that House. She would act as such.

			Ridge cradled her face between his large hands, his fingers strong and sure and curiously gentle on her skin. “I think, sweet farm girl, that you have been breathing the intoxicating air of freedom for the past couple of days. You like it, don’t you?”

			“Very much,” she agreed with a tremulous smile.

			“Tonight you think you have discovered just how exciting it is to be on your own, calling no man lord, husband, or master.” His eyes gleamed. “You’ve had quite an adventure, haven’t you? Was it fun running a little wild?”

			Kalena sensed the new element of indulgence in him. “Yes,” she admitted breathlessly, “it was fun.” More fun than she had ever known in the years spent under Olara’s bitter, vengeful, eye.

			“I don’t intend to punish you for the fun you had tonight, Kalena,” Ridge assured her in a low voice made almost lazy with sensuality. “I plan to show you that there is more excitement to be found on my pallet than you’ll ever discover in a tavern brawl.”

			Kalena lightly touched one of his hands as he held her face. Her fingers were trembling, she realized vaguely. In fact, her whole body was shivering ever so slightly. She felt light-headed as the reckless elation that had guided her all evening surged to a new strength, a thousand times more powerful than it had been even in the midst of the brawl. Freedom beckoned and could no longer be denied.

			“Ridge…” She put her palms on his shoulders, fascinated with the heat of his skin that penetrated the sturdy fabric of his shirt.

			“Come with me, farmer’s daughter, and let me show you how exciting town life really is.” Ridge shifted, one arm sweeping under her knees, the other behind her shoulders.

			The moon-tinted chamber swung dizzyingly for an instant as Kalena was lifted high against Ridge’s chest. She closed her eyes and clung to him, aware that he was striding toward the low, curtained pallet at the far end of the room. She would not think of the past or her future, she promised herself. What was happening now had nothing to do with her duty or her heritage. This moment existed only for her.

			The wide sleeping pallet was on a low, raised dais of richly carved wood. Ridge lowered Kalena to her feet, letting her body slide along his own until she was standing in front of him.

			“I’m glad Arrisa and the others didn’t get around to cutting your hair,” he muttered thickly, burying his fists in the mass of curls. He used his hold to tilt her head back for his kiss.

			Kalena trembled again as she sensed the full force of his barely leashed desire. Her nails sank urgently into his shirt, seeking his hard, muscled shoulders under the fabric. Ridge groaned and deepened the kiss. His tongue surged into her mouth and Kalena got a sample of the fire in him. She whispered his name, her voice hoarse with pleasure.

			Eyes closed, her mouth flowering under his, Kalena was only dimly aware of Ridge’s hands on the fastening of her tunic. A moment later she felt the beautiful material slip to the floor, forming a pool of soft color at her feet. She was left wearing only thin, narrow trousers and soft velvet boots. Kalena was bared to his touch from the waist and the knowledge made her insides tighten with anticipation and desire.

			“You have a dancer’s back,” Ridge murmured wonderingly, letting his fingers knead the sensitive curve above her lush buttocks. “Very proud, very elegant. How did a farmer’s daughter absorb such pride and elegance into her very bones?”

			But he wasn’t waiting for an answer. He urged Kalena closer until her nipples touched his chest through the opening of his shirt. Crisp, masculine hair teased the sensitive tips of her breasts until she couldn’t tell if the sensation was exquisitely exciting or exquisitely painful. She sucked in her breath and pulled back slightly.

			“Don’t be afraid of me, Kalena. I’m going to be your husband. It will be my duty and my pleasure to take care of you. Relax and learn to trust me, sweet wife-to-be. You must learn to trust me.”

			Ridge lowered her down onto the pallet and knelt on the rug in front of her. Steadying herself once more with her hands on his shoulders, Kalena watched through heavy-lidded eyes as he carefully removed her boots.

			“Are you very sure, Ridge?” She wasn’t certain of the exact nature of her question, but knew that she needed some kind of assurance from him.

			“I’m very sure.” He eased her back against the pillows and flattened his hand on her soft stomach. When she looked up at him with a wordless longing, he murmured something under his breath and stroked the delicate trousers down to her ankles in one easy, sweeping motion.

			For a moment he simply gazed at her, and then, sitting on the pallet, he impatiently yanked off his own boots. He got to his feet, golden eyes gleaming down at her in the shadows. He discarded his shirt and unbuckled his belt. The sheathed sintar clattered lightly as it struck the floor beside the pallet. With one last, swift movement, he was naked.

			Kalena looked at Ridge, fascinated by the hard, male shape of him. She had lived all of her life in the country and had been raised by a professional Healer, but she had never seen an unclothed man before. She was absorbed by the sight of Ridge, and put the image of him into the only context she knew.

			He was a fine male animal in his prime, smoothly muscled and boldly, aggressively formed. The taut planes of his chest gave way to the flat, hard surface of his stomach. Below that the powerful outline of his manhood was enlarged and heavy with the unmistakable evidence of his desire.

			“Do you like looking at me, country girl?”

			“Yes,” she whispered, vividly aware of his strong hands on her waist as he came down beside her.

			“Then we’re in luck. Because I like looking at you. Very much.”

			He moved his hand to her breast, cupping her gently as he bent his head to taste the skin of her throat. Kalena stirred beneath him as he used his thumb to tease and tantalize a nipple. Her hands went around him instinctively.

			“Go ahead and touch me.” Ridge groaned heavily as she obeyed. “You’re so soft, so beautifully soft and round and warm,” he muttered against the curve of her breast. Then he was taking the erect nipple into his mouth, tugging gently until Kalena cried out softly. “That’s it, my love. Those are the words I want to hear tonight.”

			His hand slid lower, shaping the small curve of her waist and finding the gentle roundness below. Kalena’s breath came more quickly as the sensual heat was stoked higher in her body. The fire in Ridge was reaching out to consume her. She let her own hands slip down the length of him, delighting in the hard contours of his shoulders, experimenting with the feminine magic she was discovering within herself.

			When Ridge’s questing hand reached the soft nest of hair at the juncture of her thighs, he lifted his head to look down at her. “Part your legs for me, Kalena. Open yourself. I want to touch all of you. I have to touch you.”

			She hesitated, more out of a lingering uncertainty than any real fear. But when he coaxed her ankles apart with his foot, she forgot about the vague unsureness she had been feeling and buried her face against his shoulder. She opened herself to him, lifting her hips against the heat of his hand.

			“Ah, Kalena, you are as ready for me as the lock is ready for its key. And we are going to fit together just as perfectly.”

			Kalena shuddered as Ridge touched her with deep intimacy. His fingers explored her gently, finding the center of her excitement and teasing her there until her hands were clenched into his shoulders, her nails like tiny sintars. Then he stroked inside the dampening channel that seemed to be the core of her body.

			“Ridge! “

			“Soon, my sweet farm lady. Very soon. When I have made you so hot you think you are going to burst into flames, that’s when I’ll take you.”

			“I’ll go out of my head,” she gasped, reaching down to capture his hand and press it more tightly against herself.

			“That’s exactly how I want you,” he told her, his voice huskier than she had yet heard it. “Exactly how I want you.”

			“Please, Ridge.” She knew this building excitement had to have a release, and she was beginning to long for it as she had never longed for anything in her life.

			Ridge said nothing, but bent his head to drop a lingering kiss on her stomach, just above the damp nest he was teasing with his fingers.

			“Please, Ridge, now”

			His answering laugh was thick with his own passion. “I think you’re right. Even if you could last a little longer, I couldn’t. Part your legs a little more, Kalena. Show me you want me.”

			She did as he instructed, making a place for him between her thighs. He came down along the length of her, covering her slowly and completely, resting his weight on his elbows as he looked down at her. Kalena lifted her lashes to find herself looking into a golden fire in his eyes that was not quenched even by the shadows in the room. She wanted to say something in that tension filled moment and could find no words. Her hands gripped his upper arms.

			“Wrap your legs around me, Kalena. I’ll take care of everything else.”

			She obeyed, aware of the heavy shaft poised at her opening. Tentatively, and then more urgently, she clung to him. She felt infinitely vulnerable, fully aware of her own inability to control what would happen next. A belated fear that was very primitive and very feminine suddenly coursed through her. Ridge felt it at once.

			“It’s all right, Kalena,” he soothed. “I told you I would take care of you, didn’t I?”

			“Yes.”

			“You must learn to trust the man you’re marrying today.” His thumbs stroked the line of her cheek, gentling her until some of the uncertainty receded. Then he reached down between their bodies, fitting himself to her until she could feel the blunt, hard heaviness of him beginning to stretch her in a way that she had never known. He burned at the entrance to her body.

			The sensation was exotic, exciting. Kalena forgot the last of her short-lived fear and clutched Ridge more tightly to her.

			“I knew I could set you on fire. The first moment I saw you, I knew. Like holding a match to kindling. Like making the steel glow” His fingers moved tantalizingly over the small nub of pleasure he had discovered earlier and Kalena moaned helplessly. “Close your eyes,” he whispered deeply, “and follow me.”

			She did as he said, squeezing her eyes shut against the tight, thrilling sensations that were overwhelming her. Then there was a relentless, building pressure between her legs as Ridge pushed himself against her. In that instant Olara’s warnings crowded back into Kalena’s mind, shrieking at her, somehow mingling with the physical shock of Ridge’s sensual invasion. Kalena’s senses whirled and she cried out, her whole body tensing.

			Ridge halted abruptly while Kalena gasped in response to the friction that threatened to turn into pain. She made no protest, but her nails bit deeply into his shoulder as if she would brace herself against what was coming.

			“Relax, Kalena.”

			“I can’t—” But she broke off in bewildered astonishment as Ridge bent his head without warning and took her earlobe between his teeth. He bit down quite sharply.

			The totally unexpected assault on her ear brought a small yelp from Kalena, and in that instant Ridge surged fully into her. Her mind was still responding to the nip on her ear when the small flash of pain occurred between her legs. She was barely aware of it. When Ridge was buried fully within her he stopped, his whole frame taut with sexual tension.

			Kalena blinked in astonishment as her body adjusted to the reality of the completed invasion. The last of Olara’s warnings faded from her mind. It was too late to heed them now “That,” she finally managed to declare breathlessly, “was very sneaky.”

			“Did I hurt you?”

			“My ear may never recover.”

			His smile evolved into a short, sexy, savage grin. “It isn’t your ear I’m worrying about. How is the rest of you?”

			“I’m not sure,” she said honestly.

			“Let’s find out.”

			He began to move in her, slowly at first, until she began to respond. When Kalena closed her eyes and murmured his name Ridge increased the rhythm. He began to breathe in heavy gasps as he pushed himself to the limits of his self-control. Kalena could feel his muscles tense as he reigned himself in almost violently. She knew the promise he had made her: tonight was hers. He would not give into the flames beginning to consume him until she found the excitement he had promised.

			The small cries she made were a soft, utterly feminine counterpoint to Ridge’s guttural groans. Her passion was a total surprise to her. Kalena had never expected to feel like this. Ridge was shuddering with the force of his own response. She would never forget tonight, Kalena realized. No matter how long she lived or what the future held, she would never forget tonight.

			Just as the realization flared in her mind, Kalena felt a new level of tension seize her. She tightened around Ridge, her whole body beginning to shiver with tiny convulsions of ecstasy. Unaware of what she was doing, Kalena sank her sharp little teeth into Ridge’s strong shoulder as she cried out his name in final surrender.

			Ridge groaned, holding himself back so that he could drink in the sensation of Kalena’s satisfaction but his own pounding need washed over him, overcoming the iron control he had been exerting. A stifled shout was ripped from him as he surged heavily into Kalena one last time and gave himself up to the mindless release.

			He was fire and she was the only one who could quench the flames and bring him peace. The flashing thought crystalized for an instant in Kalena’s mind and then it was gone.

			Long moments passed before Kalena felt Ridge stir in her arms. Languidly, she became aware of the drying film of perspiration that formed a fine sheen between her breasts. Ridge’s chest was damp with moisture, too.

			Ridge smiled slightly as he watched her reorient herself to the shadowed room. He made no attempt to change his position, continuing to lie along the length of her, although he gently eased himself out of her body. Kalena was aware of the lingering dampness between her legs and the pungent scent of their lovemaking. In that moment she couldn’t begin to define her emotions, but she was aware of being in the grip of a strange state of suspension. It was an odd sensation, as if something important that had been in the back of her mind all along was suddenly trying to free itself and the constraints that had been imposed on it were weakening rapidly.

			“I would keep you here if I could,” Ridge said. “But I think I had better take you back to your own chamber. I won’t have the servants gossiping about you.” He glanced out the window into the garden. “Not that much remains of the night.” He sat up reluctantly, his hand skimming over the curve of her hip with remembered pleasure. “You must sleep late this morning. You’ll need your rest for our wedding night. And the following morning we must be up early to start the journey”

			“I can tell you are going to prove to be a harsh husband,” Kalena murmured. The truth was, she had no intention of arguing with him. She wanted to be alone to analyze this strange thing that was hovering at the edge of her awareness. She needed to understand it before she released whatever it was from its cage. There was a danger here, one she didn’t want to fully acknowledge.

			Ridge was laughing softly as he quickly pulled on his shirt and trousers. He emanated masculine satisfaction. “I think you are already discovering ways to handle me.” He gave her the thin trousers she wore under the tunic and tugged on his boots while she dressed. When she was ready he took her arm and led her toward the door. Kalena stumbled slightly as she moved away from the pallet. “Are you all right?” Ridge asked with concern.

			“Yes, just a little shaky.”

			Amused, he shook his head as if in commiseration. “Poor Kalena, this has turned out to be quite a night for you, hasn’t it? Your first taste of freedom and your first taste of marriage.”

			“Every woman knows the two are contradictory,” Kalena couldn’t resist pointing out.

			“True, but I’m hoping that now you won’t have too many regrets about giving up the one for the other.”

			Kalena found his total male self-confidence both amusing and exasperating. She couldn’t think of anything to say as they walked along the colonnade to her room. At the door Ridge took her once more in his arms, his expression intent.

			“I told you earlier that we would make tonight our wedding night. It’s done, Kalena. This evening at sunset we will set the formal seal on our marriage, but as far as you and I are concerned, Quintel’s ceremony and the feast that follows are only trappings. You are in my charge from this moment, and I swear by the Stones that I will take good care of you. I wish you good night, Kalena.”

			He kissed her in a manner that was strangely formal, considering what had just happened between them in his chamber.

			“I wish you good night, Ridge.”

			He waited until she had closed her door behind her. Kalena stood listening for the sound of his footsteps to fade, then sank down wearily onto the round, cushioned chair by the window.

			Her body felt strained and a little stiff. A few unfamiliar portions of her anatomy would ache in the morning, of that she was certain. The thought of spending the day after her wedding in a creet saddle was enough to make her wince in advance. Thank both ends of the Spectrum she would be spared that, at least.

			But none of those thoughts touched the real reason for her new sense of nervous unease. Deliberately, Kalena probed her own mind, seeking the source of her strange, disjointed mood. True, she had been through a great deal that night. Perhaps she was only being plagued by the aftereffects of all the excitement.

			No, it was something else, something infinitely more dangerous. It had begun to break free the moment she had surrendered to Ridge, and now it was busily clanking its loosened chains in her mind.

			With sudden, blinding intuition, she realized that Olara had been right. Kalena knew now she should never have given herself to Ridge.

			With a soft, despairing cry she hugged herself and tried to shake off the new knowledge that had forced itself upon her. The emotional confrontation and its ultimate result had ripped the veil from that which had been hidden in her mind for years. Tonight that self-knowledge had been freed. Kalena found herself facing the shattering truth: the thought of killing was totally alien to her. She could not do it.

			Yet she must.

			She did not wish to carry out her duty to her House. Everything within her rebelled against the task. She did not want to be the agent of revenge and murder. Not now, when she was just beginning to learn about passion and freedom.

			Kalena blinked back the hot tears that were burning her eyes. She had no choice in the matter. Her destiny had been ordained in the summer of her twelfth year when her House had been destroyed. There was no turning back; to do so would disgrace herself and her House past redemption.

			Slowly, Kalena got up and walked across the room to her pallet, Olara’s words still vivid in her mind: You must not succumb to the embraces of this man you will name husband. Not until after your duty is done, and by then there will be no need to give yourself to him. Remember, Kalena, that this man you will be marrying is dangerous in ways you cannot dream. I have seen it in my trance. He is dangerous.

			Kalena’s last thought before she fell into an exhausted sleep was that her aunt had been right about the danger awaiting her niece in the arms of the man called the Fire Whip.

			 

			 

		 
 Five

			 

			 

			The Polarity Advisor chosen by Quintel to conduct the wedding ceremony was dressed in the traditional black and white robes of his office. If he found it odd to be asked to officiate at what was, after all, merely a trade marriage, he was too diplomatic to say so. He could content himself and his curiosity with the fat fee Trade Baron Quintel was paying.

			But a few other details about this wedding bothered the advisor. The bride, for example, appeared particularly tense. The hood of her wedding cloak was pulled low over her face, partially concealing her features, but not altogether hiding the strain in her green eyes. In the past the Polarity Advisor had been asked to officiate at ceremonies in which the bride wasn’t always a totally willing party, although forcing any woman into marriage against her will was technically illegal. The advisor knew enough about reality to know that great pressure could be brought to bear on a woman when it came to marriage. Still, that could hardly be the case here, he told himself as he uncurled the lanti skin parchment that contained the formal words. After all, this was a trade marriage. Supposedly, that implied that not only was the bride willing, but she had probably negotiated the contract herself. Few decent families would want their daughters involved in such an arrangement.

			In addition to the bride’s obvious tension, the austere grimness that hung about the groom disturbed the advisor. Not that the Fire Whip appeared unwilling; on the contrary, he seemed unusually determined. Ridge stood before the advisor wearing a mantle of unrelieved black. The hood of his cloak was thrown back. The night dark garment made a striking and unmistakably dominant contrast to the scarlet, hooded cloak worn by the bride. The stark colors of this wedding were enough to make any right thinking Polarity Advisor cringe. Surely such dramatic tones presaged conflict and strife.

			The Master of the House watched from his seat in the center of the long hall in which the wedding was to take place. Quintel wore black like the groom. But then, the Polarity Advisor recalled, the trade baron almost always wore black. Perhaps he had even loaned the groom his mantle.

			Around Quintel were ranged an assortment of vividly dressed guests, most of whom appeared to have come straight off the floor of the Traders’ Guild hall. Even the women had the stamp of lower class females. Their tunics were too short, their hair too extreme, their eyes far too bold. There was no sign of any guests from a more distinguished stratum of society. But given the nature of the marriage, that was hardly surprising.

			Behind the guests musicians waited with counterpoint harps and flutes to play for the feast that was to follow. And feast it would be, the Polarity Advisor thought with some satisfaction. The long, low banquet table was already brimming with an array of food. Roasted haunches of grain fed zorcan, full bowls of rich whipped columa berries, platters of harten liver patés, iced serinfish, and trays of expensive tango fruit were just a sampling of the offerings. A seemingly endless quantity of good red ale and fine Encana wine was arranged nearby. More of everything would be brought out when the party really got under way. The advisor looked forward to that part. He was, of course, invited to the feast.

			But first there was a ceremony to perform. Clearing his throat, the advisor hesitated three more seconds, waiting for the last wink of sunlight outside the windows. As the fading rays lit up the sky, the crystal water clock in the great hall announced that twilight had arrived. The wedding could begin.

			“The sun has given herself into the embrace of the night even as woman gives herself to man,” the Polarity Advisor intoned. “It is fitting that at this moment we gather to witness another such joining of light and dark, day and night, male and female. For in this union between a man and a woman is inherent all the strength, all the power and all the energy created by the meeting of opposite points on the Spectrum. The power of this union is so great that new life may be born of it. Yet no such joining can exist without the force of resistance.

			“It is the nature of the union to contain within it the seeds of its own destruction. Ultimately, one point of power and contrast must be stronger than the other or devastation and disaster will result. The union would be torn asunder. Therefore it has been ordained that as darkness swallows light and night envelops day, so must man enfold and protect woman. His strength is that of the darkness that is the universe. Hers is the flickering sources of light that dwell therein.”

			Kalena listened to the ancient words of the ceremony, aware of the complete attention her groom was giving the Polarity Advisor. Trade marriage or not, Quintel’s Whip seemed to be taking this ceremony far too seriously. The intent and determination she sensed in Ridge panicked her. But, then, she had been on the verge of panic all day, she thought gloomily.

			Kalena had seen Ridge only a few times during the day, and then only briefly. He had been occupied with the final preparations for the journey to the Heights of Variance. His preoccupation was just as well. Kalena had stayed out of sight in her chamber for the most part, pretending to be suffering normal bridal jitters. In reality, she spent the time struggling with horror of the duty that lay ahead of her. She had been grateful when Arrisa and the other freewomen had arrived early and had gleefully begun to dress the bride. Vertina had asked if she had remembered the day’s pinch of crushed selite leaves and made one or two cracks about the steel of Countervail. From that point on there had been little chance to brood.

			But the ceremony was almost over, and she would soon have to face the role Olara and the luck of the Spectrum had assigned her. Kalena was only half listening as the Polarity Advisor continued the ceremony. Her mind on her problem, she caught only scattered words and phrases.

			“A man who accepts his wife must also accept the duty he assumes toward her. She has left the protection of her family, trusting in the protection of her husband. She is now his responsibility. Her honor is forever entwined with his own. He must protect it as he would his own.”

			Kalena thought she could feel Quintel’s dark gaze on her and she wondered what he was thinking. As far as she was concerned, his insistence on the formal ceremony had never been satisfactorily explained. Aunt Olara had predicted the large wedding, but her Far Seeing trance had not explained why Quintel would provide such excellent cover for his own murder. Kalena clearly recalled her aunt stating that the time to strike would be on the night of the marriage, when feasting and celebration occupied the members of the household. Kalena had been told she was to use the privacy provided by the traditional hour allowed the bride after the feast.

			If only she had not succumbed to the temptation the night before, Kalena thought in despair. All day long she had been paying the penalty. Her mind was in turmoil and her resolve was almost in shreds. The thought of the act which lay ahead was enough to make her tremble with nausea. She had no doubt that the time she had spent in Ridge’s arms had weakened her catastrophically. A barrier in her mind had been breached and the waters of resistance and uncertainty were flooding her senses.

			“A woman who accepts a husband accepts his authority. She must remember this even though there be times when the natural reaction of opposites causes her to think of rebelling against that authority. She must trust in his guidance and strength, knowing he is the guardian of her honor as well as his own.”

			Kalena’s attention was caught by the small, carved onyxite box that was being handed to the Polarity Advisor.

			“Let this symbol of union be worn around the bride’s throat. Placed there by her husband as a sign of his protection and authority, it is not to be removed by any other hand.”

			Kalena watched with a numb feeling of inevitability as the onyxite box was opened and held out to Ridge. Her new husband reached into the sarsilk lined interior and removed the thin, shimmering chain. One end of the chain ended in a lock of white amber. The other ended in a key of black amber. When it was in place around her throat, Kalena would be well and truly wed—at least for the length of time stipulated in the contract.

			Ridge turned to her for the first time in the ceremony, the symbol of his possession in his hand. Kalena caught her breath. For an instant everything around her seemed to stand still as the panic that had been simmering just under the surface suddenly possessed her completely. She looked up into the banked golden flames in his eyes and every instinct warned her to flee. She knew she would have done exactly that if there had been any way of overcoming her body’s paralysis.

			Instead, she found herself standing unmoving as Ridge carefully pushed the hood of the scarlet cloak back so he could have access to her throat. She closed her eyes, felt his hands on her as he looped the chain around her neck, and then there was a slight pause as he held the key to the opening of the lock. The guests were as still as Kalena. Ridge inserted the key into the lock, thus joining the ends of the beautiful chain.

			There was a faint but audible click as the key turned in the lock and a great cheer exploded in the hall. Even Quintel smiled briefly, the expression fleeting and curiously satisfied. He got to his feet and came forward to greet the bride and groom.

			For the next three hours, Kalena existed in a haze of exuberant, noisy chatter, endlessly flowing wine and a table full of food that was forever being replenished by scurrying servants. The selection of guests had practically guaranteed a loud, raucous crowd. Fortunately, Kalena was not expected to participate to any great extent. Her duty consisted primarily of sitting at one end of the table, sampling bits of food and tasting from a goblet of wine. Considering what lay ahead of her that evening, she decided, it was as much as she was capable of doing anyway. Tonight, at least, she was not expected to serve. Good thing, she decided. Her fingers were shaking too much to allow her to risk holding a crystal decanter.

			Ridge sat at the opposite end of the long table. He lounged at ease on the cushions, his gaze flicking frequently to Kalena’s tense face. The guests plied him with bawdy jokes and an endless assortment of sexual advice. Quintel sat halfway down the table, indulgently tolerating the noise and good cheer.

			“A toast to Quintel’s Whip,” declared one man, staggering to his feet after several others had already led such drinking bouts.

			“A toast!” the others agreed, waiting expectantly.

			“I give you the man they say can turn cold steel into glowing fire…”

			Kalena was aware of Ridge’s abrupt scowl. Apparently, the legend behind the label he wore was not to his liking.

			“May he succeed in doing exactly that tonight in such a way that his bride will always remember her wedding night!” the trader leading the toast concluded with a leering grin.

			Loud guffaws and several ribald comments concerning Ridge’s alleged affinity with fire and steel and the possible uses of that ability in a sleeping pallet swamped the room in laughter. But no grin broke out on Ridge’s face, Kalena noticed.

			Vaguely alarmed by her new husband’s silence, she looked up in time to see him lean forward across the table, his hand thrust under his cloak to rest on the sintar he wore. As the guests became aware of the fact that the joke had not gone over well, a ragged hush fell on the crowd. Ridge spoke into that uneasy silence, his voice low and harsh as he addressed the trader who had made the unfortunate jest.

			“A man who doesn’t know his manners would do well to keep his mouth shut on the occasions when he has been fortunate enough to be invited into civilized company. But perhaps it’s not too late to teach you a few of the social graces, Laris.”

			Uneasy glances passed along the table. Automatically, Kalena looked to Quintel, expecting him to interrupt the proceedings before Ridge got into a fight with the man named Laris. But Quintel merely lounged on his cushions, watching his Fire Whip as if Ridge were some species of pet fangcat who was about to give a performance.

			“Ah, Ridge,” Laris said with an attempt at a shaky chuckle. “It was only a jest.”

			Ridge fingered the handle of the sintar, although he did not remove it from its sheath. “Only a jest? Perhaps you would like to apologize to everyone present for your unfortunate sense of humor? You have embarrassed my wife.”

			“Now, Ridge, there’s no call to get upset about this,” Laris said uneasily.

			“Maybe not, but I’m upset anyway. What are you going to do about it?”

			After one last, frantic glance at Quintel’s disinterested expression, Kalena rose to her feet in a swift movement that brought all eyes—including Ridge’s—to her end of the table. There was silence again as she reached down to pluck up the wine decanter. Forcing herself to smile with a demure sweetness she was far from feeling, Kalena started around the table toward Ridge. Her scarlet cloak swirled gracefully around her ankles.

			“I see your wine glass is nearly empty, my husband. Perhaps that is the real cause of your ill temper. I would not have you in a bad mood tonight of all nights. Allow me to perform my first duty as your wife and refill your glass.”

			Ridge eyed her balefully as she knelt to pour the wine into his glass. Everyone watched in fascination as Kalena set down the decanter and picked up the goblet she had just filled. If Ridge accepted the goblet from her, he would have to take his hand from the handle of the sintar.

			Kalena did not attempt to hand him the goblet straight off. Instead, she sipped delicately at the wine herself; then she offered him the delicately chased cup.

			The incipient blaze in Ridge’s eyes died out, to be replaced by rueful amusement. “It would seem you have a talent for the wifely arts, Kalena.” He released his grip on the sintar and took the goblet from her hand. A small sigh of relief circled the table as he took a healthy swallow.

			Kalena said nothing, sensing the immediate problem was solved. She got to her feet and walked back to her end of the table. The feasting and the laughter resumed, unabated.

			It was when Kalena knelt again on her cushion that she happened to glance down the row of faces at the table and notice that Quintel was gone.

			She looked toward the back of the room and saw his dark figure disappear in the direction of his private apartments. No one else seemed to notice. When she glanced at the crystal water clock she saw that it was the hour when Quintel always retired to pursue his studies. She had learned his habits well during the past three days.

			It was time for her to carry out the task for which Olara had raised and trained her.

			Kalena felt a twisting nausea in the pit of her stomach. A suitable sensation for a woman who was about to commit murder with the aid of poison, she told herself grimly. She waited for a few minutes longer and then slowly rose to her feet. The next moment would be tricky, as the bride could hardly slip away unnoticed from her own wedding celebration.

			All eyes turned to her almost at once.

			“Kalena, are you tired already?” Arrisa called laughingly.

			“Your bride grows impatient, Ridge,” one of the men hooted.

			There were several other remarks made that were guaranteed to make any bride blush. Kalena merely lowered her eyes. She was beyond the blushing stage. The knowledge of what lay ahead of her had made her pale, not pink.

			“If you will excuse me, I claim my hour of privacy in which to make the proper preparations,” she told the guests, keeping her eyes lowered in what she hoped passed for modest confusion. “I have no wish to break up the celebration. You must all continue without me.”

			“Don’t worry, Kalena, we’ll send your groom along in a while,” Vertina assured her with a grin. “You have your hour. Use it well.”

			One of the men added, “It will give her enough time to grow bored and fall asleep.”

			“Never mind, Kalena, we’ll keep the men under control here,” Arrisa said. “Every bride deserves her time of privacy. Be on your way.”

			Ridge got to his feet, facing Kalena from the far end of the table. His face was strangely expressionless, and when he spoke his voice was gravely formal.

			“I wish you a good evening, wife.”

			She inclined her head politely. “I wish you good evening also, husband.” Kalena turned, the scarlet sarsilk cloak flowing around her as she walked out of the hall. She was very conscious of the black and white amber necklace around her neck.

			When she was out of sight and could hear the noise level growing once again in the feasting hall, Kalena picked up the hem of her cloak and began to run. She raced across the moonlit garden and into the safety of her apartments. Breathing far more heavily than the slight exercise warranted, she closed the door behind her and leaned back against it.

			It was now or never. This was the moment Olara had predicted, the moment in time on which the honor of the House of the Ice Harvest depended. The vial of poison waited in its hiding place in the travel bag. Kalena knew she must act or forever endure the shame of failure.

			Her fingers were trembling more than ever. Nightmarish images of a man writhing in his death throes, his black eyes full of accusation and fear, threatened to swamp her mind.

			She wanted nothing to do with death, Kalena raged silently. It all happened so long ago. Why must she be called upon to settle the account?

			No wonder the task of avenging House honor was traditionally a male responsibility. Just look at how she was weakening now that the moment was upon her. A man would be stronger, Kalena told herself derisively. Olara had been right to fear the weakness in her niece.

			Perhaps, Kalena thought, if she had seen Quintel murder her father and her brother, she would not be having such qualms.

			But there was only Olara’s assurance that Quintel had been the cause of their death. Olara claimed to have discovered the truth in a trance shortly after the death of the men of the House. The older woman had emerged from that trance in a daze of embittered rage. The shock of learning of the double murder had hit Kalena’s mother very hard. She had sunk into a deep, despairing depression from which none of Olara’s remedies could rouse her. Olara had taken over what was left of the House, sweeping Kalena and her mother to safety. From that moment on Kalena’s destiny had been clear. No amount of internal arguing could change the truth or her own destiny, Kalena told herself.

			Her body stiff with tension, she moved away from the door and walked slowly to where her travel bag rested near the sleeping pallet. Reaching inside, she ripped at the stitching in the lining. The small leather packet of poison and her father’s jeweled sintar fell into her hands.

			Kalena sat on the pallet’s edge, staring at the blade, wondering not for the first time just what sort of man her father had been. She hadn’t known him well. He was a distant figure from her childhood, strong and aristocratic, but remote. He had been gone a lot, frequently taking her older brother with him on his travels. Kalena had been left behind in the care of her mother and her aunt. And then one day the Lord of the House of the Ice Harvest and his heir had failed to return. After that there had been only Kalena’s mother and Olara. Finally, there had been only Olara.

			Poison was a dishonorable weapon, Kalena thought, holding up the packet of evil powder. A coward’s weapon. A woman’s weapon, some would say. But while Olara had disdained the method, she had seen no option. There was no way a mere woman could kill Trade Baron Quintel in honorable hand-to-hand combat. Nor was there any way, Olara had learned in a trance, that Kalena could be introduced into her victim’s bed. Quintel was not the type to be seduced by a woman.

			That left only poison.

			Nausea roiled again in Kalena’s stomach. She had to act. Soon the servant would be going down the hall in Quintel’s wing of the house. He would be carrying the nightly potion of Encana wine that Quintel enjoyed with his studies. The poison must be put into the wine. Kalena had spent many hours deciding just how that could be done.

			Time had run out. She must be about the business for which she had been trained.

			Still wearing her cloak, she dropped the poison into a pocket in her tunic, secreted the sintar beneath the cloak and went back out into the garden. She stepped onto the rainstone paving and followed the bloodred path toward Quintel’s apartments.

			 

			Back in the feasting hall, Ridge was aware of a new kind of restlessness within himself. He had been on edge all day, filled with a painful sense of awareness, the unwelcome, vivid kind that so often preceded violence. He had known it more than once in his life, the most recent time being out on the treacherous road that went through the Talon Pass. But he couldn’t imagine why he felt it tonight.

			He had told himself that once the wedding was complete the strange restlessness in him would be stilled, but that hadn’t happened. If anything, the mood was stronger than ever. Something was very wrong, and he knew with a deep certainty that the wrongness was connected with his new bride.

			She had been tense each time he had seen her during the day. Bridal nerves, Ridge had told himself. After last night she must be finally realizing just how real the marriage was to be. He had tried to quiet his own uneasiness by reminding himself of the previous night’s lovemaking. By the Stones, it had been good. Unlike anything he had ever known.

			It wasn’t simply that the sex had been satisfying. Ridge knew on some level that a bond had been forged between himself and Kalena last night. She was his. In some indefinable manner he had known the moment he had taken her that this woman was his destiny.

			Off and on during the day, stray thoughts of the future had floated in and out of his mind. With Kalena by his side and the profit from the shipment of Sand he intended to bring back from Variance, Ridge knew he could at last take steps to found his House.

			Kalena was the woman he had been waiting for, the one who fit him as the lock fit the key. He had discovered that for certain the night before, but he thought he had known it all along from the moment he had met her. The knowledge had burned within him all day. He had been equally aware that he might have to force Kalena to accept that her destiny lay in his hands. But he had a good start on that goal. After all, he was now her husband.

			“Another round of ale, my friend. You have a full night’s work ahead of you,” one of the men called from halfway down the table. “We must get you in shape to perform it, eh?”

			Ridge came to a decision. He didn’t bother to question it. He had learned long ago not to question his hunches. With a deceptively lazy movement he got to his feet. Knowing laughter burst out along the length of the table. He regarded his guests with a host’s polite expression, unaware that his hand was resting absently on the handle of his sintar.

			“The servants have instructions to keep you fed and entertained until dawn if you last that long. You must, however, excuse me. I have other plans for the night.”

			“Don’t let us delay you, Ridge,” someone called. More laughter greeted the comment.

			“I won’t,” Ridge said calmly. “I wish you all good night.”

			“Wait, Ridge,” Arrisa called. “Your bride has not had her hour.”

			“She can spend what’s left of it with me.” With an arrogant inclination of his head that he had unconsciously picked up from watching Quintel over the years, Ridge bid his guests farewell and strode from the hall.

			When he was alone at last he came to a halt. The restless unease in him was stronger than ever. The sense of wrongness was growing. Frowning, Ridge stepped out into the long colonnaded walkway, intending to follow it around to Kalena’s apartment. The thought of his bride waiting for him did not bring the pleasant anticipation it should have.

			Red moonlight reflected from the rainstone paths out in the garden. Ridge watched it from the deep shadows of the colonnade as he moved silently over the stone. For no reason that he could explain, he found himself walking like a hunting fangcat.

			He was halfway toward his goal when he saw the dark shape of Kalena’s wedding cloak drifting across the garden. Ridge went utterly still, his hand tightening around the handle of the sintar. For an instant he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

			Not after last night, he told himself savagely. She could not possibly long for the unattainable Quintel after the way she had responded to Ridge last night. She would not dare to seek out Quintel now.

			But her direction was clear. The only chambers that lay on that side of the house were those that were occupied by Quintel.

			Hot rage washed over Ridge in a boiling wave as he stood watching his new bride make her way to another man’s chambers. He had never known anything like the blistering fury that gripped him now. He knew that if he touched the sintar, it would glow red. It took an instant of iron willpower to control the anger to the point where he could function. And then Ridge stepped out into the garden, moving along behind Kalena in lethal silence.

			 

			Kalena reached the far side of the garden and stepped, shaking, into the shadows of the colonnade. Desperately she tried to breathe through the growing tightness in her chest. The night whirled in a dark haze around her, disorienting her and increasing her sense of inner sickness. She clung to a pillar to steady herself as her fingers tightened frantically around the packet in her hand.

			Suddenly, she was transfixed by the thought that she very well might not survive the night. The way her body was reacting, she began to wonder if the act of murder would actually result in her own death. Never had she felt so ill. Everything within her was resisting the task that lay ahead. Her body and mind were at total war with her destiny. Olara must have known it would be this way if the strange barrier in her mind was broken. Her aunt had tried to protect her from this weakness, Kalena thought as she took another step toward her goal. Olara had warned her.

			Moving forward required more effort than wading through a cauldron of mud. The entire world narrowed down to the few steps that would take her to her goal. Kalena knew she was losing not only her nerve but her will. She wanted to give up, to surrender to the powerful forces that were trying to halt her. In that moment she wished for the coming together of the Keys, the return of the legendary Dawn Lords or even the final cataclysmic reaction that was said to be the result of the Dark and Light Stones being brought into proximity with each other. Any suitable catastrophe would be welcome tonight, anything that would give her the excuse she needed to turn aside from her duty.

			No one guarded the entrance to Quintel’s private rooms. Kalena had her explanations ready in case she was challenged, but as she had guessed, no one confronted her. Quintel was secure in his own household. The packet of poison was like ice beneath her fingers, or perhaps it was her fingers that were like ice.

			It is your duty, Kalena. You are the last of the House. You have no choice.

			Olara’s words pounded in Kalena’s mind as she strove to reach the door that would open onto Quintel’s private wing.

			Your duty.

			Her hand was on the heavy, wrought metal handle. She desperately searched for the strength to twist it. Kalena shuddered with the effort, and in that moment suddenly knew that the task before her was impossible.

			She had failed.

			Even as she tried to come to grips with that bitter knowledge, hard fingers closed over her mouth from behind. Kalena’s instinctive scream was locked in her throat. A man’s arm circled her waist, trapping her. She knew even before he spoke who held her so fiercely.

			“Damn you to the far end of the Spectrum,” Ridge snarled softly in her ear. “He is not for you. I told you that. How do you dare try to betray me this way? Do you long so much to feel the touch of a creet whip? How do you dare go to him on the very night I put my lock and key around your throat?”

			Kalena’s eyes were wide in disbelief and fear; she made no move to struggle. She couldn’t move, both because her will was totally depleted and because Ridge held her in bonds of steel. The steel of Countervail.

			“Say nothing. Make no noise, do you understand? Or I will beat you where you stand. If you want the servants to hear your cries, so be it.”

			Kalena tried to nod her head to show that she had no intention of making any noise. She was beyond such action. Ridge freed her mouth, yanking her around so hard that she stumbled and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught hold of her arm. His fingers dug into the fabric of her cloak, biting into her skin. Kalena could barely breathe beneath the glittering fury in his eyes.

			He pulled her after him along the rainstone path. Kalena felt dizzy. She was vaguely aware that some of her physical strength was returning as she was dragged farther and farther from Quintel’s door. But she couldn’t think clearly. The only thing her disoriented mind could focus on was that the catastrophe for which she had wished had struck. Unlike the coming together of the Stones, it had not brought the end of Zantalia, but it would surely change her private world forever. Ridge had caught her in the act of trying to kill Quintel.

			A few moments later she was being shoved inside her chamber. The door closed with awful care and Ridge turned to face her. Kalena stood her ground, concentrating on trying to steady her breathing.

			“Before I give you what you deserve, tell me why,” Ridge ground out softly. “Tell me why you are so fascinated with Quintel? Is it because he has no interest in women and you were challenged? Was it curiosity after last night to find out what it feels like to have another man possess you? Why?”

			“I…I can’t explain,” Kalena managed, her throat tight with the effort of speaking. She began to realize the source of Ridge’s fury. He was jealous. Well, he would be far more angry if he understood the real reason she had sought Quintel tonight. A dull sense of fatalistic apathy began to replace the sick tension that had been swamping her senses. It was over. Everything was over, including her future. No wonder she had always had trouble envisioning exactly what form her freedom would take; there was no freedom awaiting her. “But I swear on the honor of my House that I did not go to the trade baron’s rooms tonight with the intention of sharing his sleeping pallet. I swear it!”

			“The honor of your House? That’s a joke. You come from some small farm in the Interlock valley. Your family might once have been respectable, but that’s about all you can say for it. What you have done tonight has destroyed even that much.”

			Kalena’s pride came to her aid. The oath had slipped out under the stress of the moment, but she had meant every word of it. It would seem that when all else was gone, several generations of House pride still remained. She drew herself up, her eyes ice cold in the light of the firegel lamps. “You are a Houseless bastard. Don’t lecture me on honor and respectability. I am the daughter of a Great House and you are nothing but a rich man’s tool. His whip.”

			Ridge took a menacing step forward. “Don’t lie to me on top of everything else, woman. I will punish you as harshly for that as I will for trying to betray me in another man’s arms.”

			“I did not betray you! At least, not in the way you mean.”

			“Words!” he said between set teeth. “If you had any sense you would be on your knees pleading with me and instead you stand there throwing words at me. You went to Quintel’s apartments tonight. You cannot deny that.”

			“Yes, but I swear I did not go there to sleep with him. Ridge!” Kalena stepped back hurriedly as he reached for her, but she was not quick enough. He caught hold of her shoulders.

			“Tell me the truth. Admit it or so help me, I will…”

			Kalena’s chin lifted, a gesture that contained all those internalized generations of arrogant breeding and House pride. “I give you my oath, on the honor of my House, that I did not intend to share Quintel’s pallet tonight.”

			“Then why did you seek him out?” Ridge’s eyes were golden pools of fury in the softly lit room.

			Kalena refused to cower. Nothing he could do to her was as bad as what she had done to herself. She had dishonored both herself and her House tonight. There was nothing left to fear. “I cannot tell you.”

			“By the Stones, you will tell me,” he bit out. His hands went to the fastening of the scarlet cloak.

			Kalena closed her eyes as the garment was flung aside. She heard the faint clicking sound as the fabric-muffled sintar struck the floor. It was too much to hope that Ridge would not hear it, too. He stared at her for an instant and then silently released her to pick up the cloak. His hand moved through the garment and a moment later he withdrew the jeweled sintar.

			“Where did you steal this?” he asked bluntly.

			Enraged by the accusation, Kalena whirled to face him. “I did not steal it. It was my father’s sintar and he is dead. I am the last daughter of the House, and by right that blade is mine!” She reached down to the open travel bag and scrabbled around inside, tearing more of the lining, until she came up with the House band she had hidden inside. Hurling the bracelet at his feet, Kalena waited for him to pick it up. “Take a good look, Ridge. That band carries the mark of my House. The House of the Ice Harvest.”

			Without taking his eyes off her, Ridge bent down to scoop up the band. He glanced at it once and then tossed it aside. “Did you steal it when you stole the sintar?”

			“Damn you, bastard, you are as thickheaded and stubborn as any bull zorcan, aren’t you?”

			His hand moved so swiftly that Kalena wasn’t sure of the action until she realized Ridge was holding his own sintar in his fist. It occurred to her then that he might go so far as to kill her for what he deemed his betrayal at her hands. A healthy dose of fear at last began to seep back into her bloodstream. If he was going to kill her, he might as well do it for the right reason.

			She stepped backward automatically as Ridge came toward her. He did not hold the blade as if he would strike her, but kept it at his side. Kalena couldn’t take her gaze off the stark, unadorned sintar. It was a blade meant for drinking blood.

			And the steel blade was glowing fire red in Ridge’s hands.

			“Now,” he said in a voice that was totally devoid of emotion. “You will answer my questions. I will have the truth from you.”
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			Any way she looked at it, she was facing death, Kalena decided. It was fitting punishment for failure. She sank down on the edge of the pallet, trying not to look at the glowing blade in Ridge’s hand. What did the truth matter now? She had failed in her duty. But somehow, if she was meant to die at this moment, she would prefer to meet that death for the proper reason. That reason was her failure.

			“I went to Quintel’s apartment tonight to kill him. Since the summer of my twelfth year, it has been my duty, my destiny. It is the single task for which I have been raised.”

			Ridge’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. “You what?”

			Kalena held out the packet of poison she had been clutching. “I intended to put some of that into his evening wine. He would have died shortly after drinking it, of what would have looked like a heart attack. The House of the Ice Harvest would have been avenged. But I failed. The truth is, I would have failed even had you not stopped me, Ridge. You see, I lost my nerve. I was too weak to do that which was required of me. Olara wasted all her efforts. My whole life has been a pointless exercise in failure.”

			Ridge came forward slowly and took the packet from her hand. Kalena thought she could feel some of the heat emanating from the strange sintar he held. He kept the blade at his side while he cautiously sniffed the contents of the packet.

			“Be careful,” Kalena warned in a dull voice. “Even a pinch or two would be enough to kill you. My aunt concocted it.”

			“Your aunt sent you to kill Quintel?” Ridge’s voice was still almost completely empty of inflection.

			“She could not undertake the task herself. She is too old and lately she has been ill. Besides, she is a Healer, a fine one. Everyone knows it is impossible for a Healer to kill. The years since our House was brought to an end by Quintel have been hard on her. The strain of my father’s and brother’s death is too much for my mother. She never was very strong. She died shortly after they did. I was the only one left who could avenge the House.” Kalena held out her hand in a helpless gesture and then let her fingers drop back into her lap. “Now you will kill me and it will all be over.” Ridge stared at her. “You’re saying you believe Quintel was responsible for the deaths of your father and brother?”

			“Yes.”

			“That makes no sense,” he declared harshly. “It’s an insane notion.”

			“It’s the truth. Olara saw it all in a trance. My House was a small but wealthy one. We controlled the trading traffic on the great Interlock River and its tributaries. My father apparently clashed with Quintel on several occasions, although I was too young to be aware of such matters. Finally, Quintel decided to ensure that a more cooperative House was given control of the river. He saw to it that the men of my House suffered ‘accidents’ in the mountains.”

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Perhaps not. But my aunt does. It was she who realized the accidents were acts of murder. With my father and his heir dead, the House of the Ice Harvest was officially ended. Control of the river trade was immediately given over to another House. My aunt took my mother and myself to a small farm town where we were unknown. She insisted we no longer use our House name and invented another for us instead. She said she wanted to protect us.”

			“From what?” Ridge asked roughly. “If the men of your House were all dead, surely the women posed no threat to whoever might have killed them.”

			“My aunt had her reasons. She did not want Quintel to know about me. Olara was right. Quintel would never have negotiated a trade marriage agreement with the daughter of an old enemy.”

			Ridge realized with a kind of stunned shock that Kalena believed everything she was saying, including her own feeling of failure. There was too much self-accusation and weary resignation in her voice, too much pride in her bearing, even though she knew she faced defeat. And the packet of poison was damning evidence of the truth. She had gone to Quintel’s rooms with the intention of killing him, not sleeping with him. For some reason that knowledge drained some of the heat from his veins. He felt like an idiot for being relieved, but he couldn’t deny that he was.

			She hadn’t been about to betray him with another man.

			Slowly, the heat faded from the sintar as the steel reacted to the cooling of his fury.

			Only a handful of times in his entire life had the violence of his emotions spilled over into the steel of his blade. The first time it had happened he had been a barefoot kid fighting off a group of toughs at the back of a filthy alley in Countervail. Ridge had bought the sintar only a few days earlier with the profit he had made from helping a creet owner round up a flock of panicked birds that had gotten loose in the street. It had been one of his few legitimate jobs.

			The gang of boys had cornered him in the alley, intending to take the sintar, Ridge’s clothes and anything else he might have been lucky enough to have on him. To their astonishment, Ridge had fought back. To his astonishment, the steel of the sintar had begun to grow hot in the first few minutes of battle. The fierce glow of the blade had sent the young attackers running in terror. Ridge had been left alone in the alley, staring at the weapon in his hand.

			Two eightdays later he had met Quintel while attempting to help himself to the contents of the rich trade baron’s money pouch. Quintel had caught Ridge’s arm, smiled curiously and politely introduced himself. He had then asked if the young thief would like a legitimate job. Awed by the man and the offer, Ridge hadn’t hesitated. After saying yes, he had never looked back.

			Over the years Ridge had learned to control his emotions, especially his rage, to a large extent. Violent rage was a distinct handicap in his business. Any fierce emotion was. Self-control was the key to staying alive when he was working. When he did Quintel’s work, Ridge was all business. Nevertheless, his temper had become a legend in Crosspurposes. It took a lot now to make the steel glow with internal fire, but it didn’t take a lot to arouse a quick burst of his less dangerous, if scalding, masculine temper. Tonight Kalena had proven she had the power to push him far enough to heat the steel. Slowly he eased the sintar back into his sheath and eyed the woman in front of him.

			“You did not intend to invite yourself into Quintel’s pallet?” he asked at last.

			“No!” Her voice was a muffled, choked denial, as if the idea revolted her. “Never. The man murdered my father and brother. In so doing he destroyed my House. How could I even consider letting him touch me the way…the way…”

			“What way, Kalena?”

			“The way you touched me,” she said at last. Her eyes were focused on the opposite wall. Now that he had put away the sintar she wouldn’t look at him.

			“So,” Ridge said slowly, “you are an assassin, not a seductress.”

			“A failed assassin.”

			“Yes,” he agreed. “A failed assassin. What else did you expect?” he added almost gently. “You’re a woman.”

			Kalena shot him a bitter look.

			Ridge ignored the glance. “Tell me, Kalena of the House of the Ice Harvest, did your aunt have any proof of her accusations? Do you know for certain that Quintel had anything to do with the death of the men in your family?”

			“Stop it,” she cried. “It’s the truth. It has to be the truth. For years I have lived with that truth. It has dominated my life.”

			“The truth as told to you by your aunt?” he persisted.

			“She would not lie about such a thing. She’s a Healer, devoted to life and the future. She has the Far Seeing gift as well as the healing talent. Such a one does not commit herself to murder unless there is no alternative.”

			“She didn’t commit herself to it,” Ridge snapped, “she committed you to it.”

			“Only because she knew she could not carry out the deed herself.”

			“She set all this up, didn’t she? She negotiated the contract with Quintel in order to get you close to him. This business with trouble on the Sand route was made to order for her. She’s been keeping you stashed away on some farm in the Interlock valley until just the right moment. She thought she saw her chance and without a qualm she sent you to do her dirty work.”

			“It is not her dirty work,” Kalena blazed. “It was my duty. If you were a member of a Great House, you would understand my position. You would know the price that such kinship demands. It is a matter of honor!”

			“Don’t give me that nonsense. I know the meaning of honor, woman. I also know the meaning of duty and loyalty. Perhaps I have even a better understanding of it than you do because I didn’t inherit any House honor. I’ve fashioned my own. And I know where my responsibility lies.”

			She nodded. “You will kill me now because your duty is toward your employer.”

			Ridge felt rage begin to build again in him. Firmly he tamped it down. He’d be damned if he would let this slip of a female make him lose control. She was his, by the Spectrum. He could and would control her.

			“Unfortunately, things aren’t that simple any longer. You’re my wife, Kalena. As of sunset this evening I have been responsible for your actions. Weren’t you listening to the words of the ceremony? Your honor and my own are tied together now. Do you have any conception of the mess you have created? Do you understand what you have done? You tried to kill the man to whom I have vowed my loyalty. Quintel trusts me as he trusts no one else in this world.”

			“Blame him for the situation, then. He was, after all, the one who negotiated the contract of marriage with my aunt. He was the one who introduced me into his own household. He’s the reason I’m here. You’re entirely blameless, as far as I can tell. This does not concern you, Fire Whip. This matter is between the House of the Ice Harvest and the House of the Gliding Fallon. A bastard such as you has no business in such matters.”

			Ridge slammed his hand flat against the wall in a gesture of frustrated anger. “By the Stones, woman, you don’t even have the sense to keep your mouth shut when you should.”

			“Why shouldn’t I say what I wish? You’re going to kill me, regardless.”

			That was too much. He’d had it with listening to her predict her death at his hands. Ridge stalked over to the pallet and stood towering over his new wife. “No, Kalena of the House of the Ice Harvest. I am not going to kill you, although by the time I am through with you, you may wish I had.”

			“You’re going to beat me and then turn me over to Quintel or the Town Patrol?” she asked warily.

			“There isn’t time for either action, in spite of the fact that one or both might have been intensely satisfying. No, Kalena, I am not going to beat you tonight.”

			She looked at him distrustingly. “Why not?”

			“Because if I did you wouldn’t be able to sit a creet saddle for a full day tomorrow, that’s why not!” he stormed. “The way I feel now you probably wouldn’t be able to move for an eightday if I beat you the way you deserve. We still have a journey to make, you and I. I’m not going to let you keep me from my assigned task. I have my own duty to perform and destiny to meet.” He leaned down and hauled her up to stand in front of him. “I am not going to let you keep me from getting my hands on a fortune in Sand. You may have been a fine House lady once, Kalena, but you are married to me now. You are the wife of a Houseless bastard and you will fulfill your duty to your new husband. I may not be a Great House lord, but by law and custom I am your master, Kalena. You signed the papers yourself. Your loyalty is to me now. Your sole duty is to obey your husband. And I have decided that you will be sitting in a creet saddle heading toward Variance before dawn tomorrow morning. Don’t deceive yourself that I can’t control you. You belong to me now. Regardless of how either of us feel about it, our destinies are tied together.”

			Kalena looked at him wordlessly, considering her limited set of alternatives. On the whole, a long ride in a creet saddle sounded better than the more honorable death she knew she should be seeking. The raw truth was that she was apparently not cut out to be an instrument of vengeance. Life was far too appealing to her, even life as the wife of a man who had no legitimate House name and every reason to hate her.

			In the end, it didn’t matter how she felt about it. She knew she didn’t have the strength or will to resist Ridge. With the knowledge of her own failure had come a numbing death to her own sense of will and direction. She had no choice but to put herself in the Fire Whip’s hands.

			 

			Kalena had heard that long ago, in the days of the mythical Dawn Lords, creets could actually fly. She wasn’t sure she believed the story, but by the third day on the trail she would willingly have sold the Secrets of the Stones if it were true. The thought of flying was startling, even terrifying in some respects, but she was so bone weary after three days in the saddle that any change in the manner of travel would have been welcome.

			She had ridden very little in her life. The longest trip she had ever undertaken had been the one from Interlock to Crosspurposes, and then she traveled by public coach drawn by creets. Creets were expensive and of little use other than for transportation. Olara and Kalena had had no need of the birds while living in Interlock.

			Fortunately, staying atop one of the good-natured birds was not difficult. Kalena’s saddle was deep and quite safe, even when the creets were pounding along the ground with their swift, pacing stride. But being safe did not mean the seat was comfortable, especially if one wasn’t accustomed to it.

			Kalena paid no attention to the passing countryside. She was vaguely aware that they were crossing the rich grain fields of the Plains of Antinomy, but the gently rolling landscape held little interest for her. Her normal sense of curiosity was completely dulled by her personal misery and the relentless stride of the yellow and white creet she rode.

			She stared down at the feathered neck in front of her and wondered if it was true that the bird’s small, useless wings had once been capable of lifting its large body into the sky.

			Creets were strong creatures, having apparently long since given up the light, vulnerable bones that would have enabled them to fly. The long toes of each foot still sported curving, birdlike claws. Those claws could be dangerous, Kalena knew, if the birds were enraged. Some flock managers had the claws removed. A lot of people preferred to ride animals that had been so treated. But Trade Master Ridge had ordered clawed birds for the trip to the Heights of Variance. Kalena knew it was because such birds were more sure-footed. They were also better able to defend themselves if they were attacked by something as large as a fangcat or a pack of sinkworms. In any event, unlike her husband, it took a great deal to enrage a creet. They were by nature placid, willing beasts, content to preen their beautiful feathers and squabble playfully with each other when they weren’t called upon to work.

			Kalena lifted her head and gazed resentfully at the creet in front of her own. It was the mate of the female she rode. Creets bonded for life and were usually worked in pairs. Ridge sat astride the male, the leather reins looped carelessly through one hand. He looked as strong and grim as he had the morning they left Crosspurposes. Kalena knew he had deliberately set a punishing pace. She thought about telling him that the punishment was quite effective, but she suspected he was well aware of it. Every muscle in her body ached. For the past three days she had bitten back the complaints and willed herself to endure. By the Stones, she would not give the bastard the satisfaction of knowing how much she ached.

			She felt she had done nothing but endure since the trauma of her wedding day. Ridge had spent the night in her bed chamber, although he had made no move to touch her. Kalena supposed the very thought of making love to a woman who had tried to assassinate his employer was repulsive to him.

			Kalena had lain awake all night, clinging to the far side of the pallet so that her husband would have as much room as possible. She thought Ridge had stayed awake for a long while, too, but eventually he had slept. The next morning he had ordered her out of bed well before dawn. The household had still been asleep when he had tossed her lightly up into the creet saddle, handed her the reins and ordered her to follow him.

			That first day Kalena had thought she would fall out of the saddle by the end of the day. The thought hadn’t particularly bothered her. It was just something she had noted vaguely in passing. Nothing had had the power to upset or worry her for the past three days. She had been drifting in a gray emotional landscape that had no secure points of reference and from which there seemed no escape. If she thought of anything specific at all for any length of time it was her failure to her House. But even that bitter knowledge no longer had the power to hurt her as it had on the night she had come to terms with it. She had failed her House. Technically, Olara could—and probably would—disown her for that failure.

			Kalena could barely stand when she finally dismounted in front of the village inn where she and Ridge had stayed that first night. She hadn’t bothered with dinner downstairs in the dining hall that adjoined the tavern. Without a word she had gone directly upstairs, bathed and fallen into bed. She hadn’t awakened when Ridge had come upstairs some time later. She hadn’t even moved until he had shaken her into some semblance of awareness at dawn the next morning. Kalena had never been so stiff and sore in her life, but pride had kept her from saying one single word. It was odd how pride remained when all else had vanished.

			The next night had been a repeat of the first. The one small, insignificant bit of retaliation Kalena had been able to effect was to totally ignore the wifely tradition of bringing her husband yant tea in his pallet. If Ridge expected tea at dawn he could damn well make it himself. It had quickly become apparent that Ridge was too smart to expect any such thing. Now, as the third day drew to a close, Kalena began to wonder if the entire trip to Variance was to be carried out in silence and unending soreness.

			The fact that she was becoming aware of her own resentment was mildly interesting, Kalena supposed. During the previous two days she had been moving through a kind of emotional shock. Nothing had really fazed her except the aching exhaustion, although for some reason she had managed to remember to take the selite powder. But today her mood was starting to restabilize. She wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not. Surely one shouldn’t begin to recover so quickly from the trauma of failure.

			Nevertheless, when the small jumble of timbered structures that comprised a village came into view over a grassy rise, Kalena actually found herself considering the prospect of dinner. Ridge had more or less forced her to eat a small morning and lunch meal during the past few days, but he hadn’t bothered her when she had neglected dinner in favor of a bath and sleep in the evenings.

			The sun was setting behind the distant mountains and smoke rose from the hearths of the homes that were scattered about the dusty main street of the town. The night would be cool, cooler than in Crosspurposes, and much cooler than it would be farther east in the Interlock valley. Kalena vaguely remembered that Ridge had discussed the distance to a place called Adverse that morning with the innkeeper in the last village. This must be their destination for tonight. The creet she was riding lifted its head expectantly and gave a hopeful chirp as it sensed the end of the day’s ride. Creets considered a good supply of food and a warm stable adequate reward for their efforts.

			Kalena cleared her dry throat with the intention of calling to Ridge to ask him if this was where they would stay the night. At the last moment she changed her mind about speaking. He was the one who had imposed the silence between them. She’d be damned if she would be the one to break it. Kalena thought about that reaction and decided that she must, indeed, be returning to normal. It seemed strange to be feeling any real emotion, even simple resentment.

			Half an hour later, Ridge halted his bird in front of an inn that carried the sign of a jeweled sintar. Kalena waited obediently while her husband went inside to arrange accommodations. From her perch in the saddle she examined the small village with the first curiosity she had felt in days.

			The collection of timbered buildings was obviously the center of a local farming community. The market square in the middle of the village was silent at this time of day, but was undoubtedly the hub of activity from morning until late afternoon. This village was a great deal more rural and unsophisticated in many ways than the ones of the Interlock valley. The windows were protected by wooden shutters rather than glass panes, and the buildings had been constructed with only utility in mind, not architectural interest.

			People passing through the inn yard stared at her covertly, making Kalena aware of how few strangers probably came through Adverse. Her wide-legged riding pants and short, fitted tunic jacket probably appeared quite outrageous to the women in their long, conservatively styled tunics. The men stared, too. Kalena ignored them all and waited stoically for Ridge to reappear. Before long, she grew cold as the evening chill descended.

			“All right,” Ridge announced brusquely as he strode back outside. “We have a room upstairs. Go on up. I’ll bring the bags and see to the creets.”

			Kalena nodded. Such orders had been the limit of his conversation for the past three days. She slid from the saddle, clinging to the leather as her booted feet touched the ground. For a moment she held on to the saddle to steady herself while her trembling thigh muscles decided if they could support her. She knew Ridge was watching her out of the corner of his eye as he collected the reins. Refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her hanging onto the leather, she forced herself to step back. The wide legs of her riding pants fell together to form a reasonably modest skirt as she moved toward the inn entrance. Kalena didn’t look back as Ridge led the creets to the stables.

			Inside the inn people turned to stare as Kalena moved to the front desk where the innkeeper handed her a key. “I wish you good evening, innkeeper,” she murmured politely. He nodded and indicated the stairs.

			“I’ll want a bath,” she informed him.

			“There is a facility for women at the end of the hall,” he explained proudly. “We have installed the latest heating technique for the water. Just pull the cord in the bathing room and the water will be sent through the pipes into the pool.”

			Kalena smiled gratefully. “That sounds wonderful.” Hurrying upstairs, she opened the door of the small sleeping chamber and examined the one pallet that awaited. Another night of pretending an invisible wall ran down the center of the pallet lay ahead of her. She would cling to her side until she fell asleep and when Ridge joined her after an hour or two downstairs in the tavern he would help himself to the largest portion of the pallet. Wondering how long such a situation could continue without some sort of explosion, Kalena prepared for her bath. Tonight, she decided, she would eat dinner downstairs.

			Although a more normal sense of awareness had returned and the dull apathy had faded, Kalena knew that nothing had changed for her. She was stuck with Ridge for the duration of the journey unless he chose to terminate the marriage contract. She had, after all, signed that agreement herself. She was honor bound to fulfill the terms of the contract. She might have been a failure as an assassin, but pride demanded she not fail her other obligations as well.

			 

			An hour later, Ridge lounged across from Kalena as they sat at a low, wooden dining table. He was amazed that she could kneel in such a polite, feminine fashion after three brutal days in the saddle. He had shown no surprise when she had followed him downstairs for dinner, but inwardly he was relieved that she was beginning to eat properly again. He had told himself that a couple of missed meals wouldn’t hurt her, but this morning he had begun to wonder if he should let her continue to skip the evening meal. She needed her strength, especially with the way he had been driving her and the creets for the past three days.

			There had been no need to set such a rough pace on the trail. Ridge knew he had done so solely to work off his own anger and frustration, and to punish Kalena. He was certain she had been suffering, but she had neither complained nor pleaded. After the first day her proud refusal to do either had had the effect of angering him further. He had seen to it that the second day was no easier on her than the first. Still she had said nothing. She seemed to accept the punishment as if she believed it were her due after failing to kill Quintel.

			Her bleak acceptance of this penalty of failure finally convinced Ridge his wife had taken her role of assassin very seriously. He still found the notion of a woman committing ritual vengeance totally outlandish, but he couldn’t doubt Kalena’s emotional reaction. She had meant to kill Quintel and considered herself a disgrace to her House because she hadn’t been able to complete the act.

			She had the pride of a true born House lady, Ridge acknowledged. He was forced to admire it even as he told himself he would subdue it. He no longer doubted for a moment that she was who she claimed to be.

			He had wed the daughter of a Great House and she undoubtedly despised him. Ridge’s mouth thinned as he took a long swallow of red ale. That was her problem, he told himself. She had contracted the marriage willingly enough and now she was stuck with it. So was he, for that matter.

			One thing was for certain. The present situation had continued long enough. They faced a long trip together and Ridge decided he was not going to spend the rest of the venture with a silent, sulking woman. The time to restore a more normal harmony between them had come. They were, after all, husband and wife. Ridge reminded himself that a husband’s duty was to ensure his wife’s obedient and proper behavior.

			He watched Kalena finish off the last of her meal and marveled silently at her perfect manners. She used a fingerspear with a grace that verified her tale of being a daughter of a Great House. He should have realized several days ago just what her excellent manners really implied. Instead of considering the matter logically, he had taken egotistical pride in the fact that he was to marry a well mannered female. A man’s ego could blind him on occasion, Ridge thought grimly.

			“If you’re finished, go upstairs to bed. I’ll join you in a little while,” he told her roughly. He instantly regretted the tone of his voice. He didn’t have to order her about as if she were a servant. She was his wife and deserved a measure of respect. He tried to smooth over the gruff command by adding an explanation of his plans for the evening. “I want to talk to the innkeeper and some of the men in the tavern. We’re getting into more isolated, rural areas now, and it’s time I started asking a few questions. One of Quintel’s other trade masters disappeared near here. I’d like to avoid the same fate.”

			Kalena raised her eyebrows in subtle mockery of his belated graciousness but said nothing. She got to her feet, inclined her head a little too subserviently, and turned to make her way up the stairs to the second level.

			Ridge watched her go, his eyes narrowed. The woman had a way of taunting him without even opening her mouth. Ah, well, her silent resentment was better than the dull, apathetic resignation she had been wallowing in for the past couple of days. At least he thought it was. Ridge picked up his ale tankard again and considered how little he knew about handling a highborn lady who laid claim to the heritage of a Great House.

			But one single fact was clear. Lady or not she was his wife.

			Ridge finished his ale, got to his feet and sauntered into the smoky tavern that connected to the dining area. The place was half full of local men who might or might not be willing to gossip about the last few Sand caravans that had passed through the village, and especially about Quintel’s last investigator, Trantel.

			He had a job to do, Ridge reminded himself. He would deal with his proud, sulking bride later.

			 

			Kalena fell asleep the moment her head touched the pillow of her pallet. Even the lingering ache in her thighs was not enough to keep her awake. She never heard Ridge enter the room, but when he slid naked under the lanti wool blankets and put his big hand on her arm, Kalena blinked sleepily. He had not touched her in bed since the trip had begun, and even through the drowsy haze that enveloped her Kalena sensed the significance of the action.

			“There will be no more sulks or silence, Kalena,” Ridge announced huskily as he turned her onto her back. “You’ve brooded long enough. It’s time you started acting like a wife. My wife.”

			In the shadows she opened sleepy eyes to find him leaning over her, harsh intent etched in every line of his face. Kalena immediately understood that Ridge had come to some inner decision. One way or another he had gotten himself a wife and he had decided to avail himself of the convenience. Resentment warred with the feminine intuition that told Kalena things might be a good deal easier if she played the role of dutiful, if not necessarily loving, bride. It was, after all, more than a role. Nothing could change the fact that she was this man’s legal wife. Ridge had not dissolved the contract, and unless both of them agreed to do so, before the completion of their trade venture, it stood as a legal document.

			She had been a failure in the role of assassin. Perhaps she could manage this duty better. The days of silence had been hard on both of them.

			On the other end of the Spectrum, there was her pride to be considered. Enduring Ridge’s idea of punishment was one thing; submitting to his demand that she carry out the duties of a wife was another. In her sleepy daze, Kalena tried to reason out what honor demanded of her. The duties of a wife were very clear. In a sense honor demanded that she perform them. She had, after all, signed that damned contract. Normally pride was bound up with honor, but tonight it all seemed very confusing.

			She found analyzing the whole thing at this hour of the night too difficult. Better to put it off until morning, Kalena decided. She needed to work on the matter of figuring out just what her honor demanded in this bizarre situation.

			“Go to sleep, Ridge. You’ve been drinking.” She turned onto her side, her back to him.

			His hand tightened on her shoulder and a split second later Kalena found herself flat on her back once more. She blinked up at him, startled by the fierceness of his grip. In the shadows his eyes were gleaming.

			“Spoken like a true, nagging wife,” he taunted, throwing one bare leg over her thigh. He moved his leg slightly and the hem of Kalena’s nightdress was abruptly pushed up above her knees. “Don’t worry about the ale I’ve consumed. I’ll still be able to perform my husbandly duty.” He bent his head to cut off her protest with his mouth.

			Kalena awakened in a hurry as she realized Ridge meant business tonight. Automatically, she started to struggle and found her wrists pinned to the bed as Ridge moved more completely to cover her. The hard weight of his body crushed her deeply into the pallet, and when he moved his hips against her she could feel the fierceness of his arousal through the soft fabric of her nightdress.

			His lips moved on hers, not to seek a response but to ensure her submission. Kalena felt the heat of his mouth and sensed the urgent, compelling hunger that was driving him. She was torn between her natural tendency to resist his arrogant demands and the knowledge that he had every right to make those demands. He had been right; he might be a Houseless bastard, but he was her husband. She had wed him willingly enough and now she was forced to accept that fact. Things might not have turned out as she had expected, but for the duration of this venture she was Ridge’s wife. And she already knew that he was capable of pleasing his woman in a very fundamental way.

			Pride, honesty and the promise of passion swirled together in Kalena’s mind, creating a chaos from which there was no logical escape. While she struggled to sort it all out, Ridge pushed his hand up under the hem of her nightdress and boldly claimed the treasure he sought.

			Kalena, who had not yet made up her mind to choose pride or wifely humility, reacted angrily as his fingers stroked the soft petaled flower between her legs. “Damn you to the Dark end of the Spectrum, Ridge! We have much to talk about before you act the heavy-handed husband.”

			“We’ll talk later. When you’ve shown me you know your duty,” he growled against her throat. He used his foot to separate her legs and then his stroking finger plunged deliberately inside her, making Kalena gasp.

			She lifted her single free hand with the intention of slapping at him. But in that moment he withdrew his probing finger just far enough to make her ache with sudden wanting. Her fingers clutched into the thickness of his hair instead of striking his shoulder.

			“Open your eyes and look at me, wife.” Ridge had meant to utter the words as a command, but they emerged sounding more like a plea.

			She obeyed reluctantly, aware of the way she was dampening his hand.

			“Call me by my new title, Kalena,” he muttered. “Call me husband.”

			“Ridge, stop it. You’ve had one too many tankards of ale tonight and you have no business forcing yourself on me.”

			“Call me husband, Kalena. Let me hear you acknowledge your new lord.” He continued to move his fingers inside her, but now his thumb was playing with the small nub that was so responsive to his touch. Kalena tightened convulsively and Ridge felt it. “Say it, Kalena.”

			He only asked to hear the truth, Kalena told herself as the quivering excitement rippled through her body. Surely she need not let her pride or her sense of honor stand in the way of admitting what was merely the truth.

			“I know you are my husband, Ridge. I don’t deny it,” she whispered breathlessly.

			“Show me,” he growled, shoving the hem of her nightdress up around her waist and moving to settle himself between her soft thighs. “Show me you know your duty, wife.”

			Kalena was aware of the blunt hardness of him pressing closer. Her wrist was freed as he released it to grip her shoulders and bear down on her with his full weight. Kalena’s hands twisted in Ridge’s hair. Her eyes closed as he entered her with shocking abruptness, and she moaned softly as the keenly remembered sensual vortex overwhelmed her again.

			Time hung suspended in the sleeping chamber as Kalena gave herself up to her husband’s passion. She sensed the force of his urgent need and found that it fed her own desires. Above all she knew in some deep, secret part of her awareness that she was bound to Ridge in a way that went far beyond a marriage contract. She had known that since the first time he had possessed her. And then that knowledge fled, along with everything else, before the shimmering excitement that enveloped them both.

			Afterward, Ridge rolled off of her slowly and lay on his back. He was silent for a long while, until his breathing steadied, and then he said far too calmly, “She sent you to your death, you know.”

			Kalena stirred, not understanding. “What are you talking about?”

			“Your dear aunt Olara. She sent you to your death without a qualm.”

			Kalena felt dazed by the certainty of his voice. “No! That’s not true. Quintel’s death was to look like heart failure, not an assassination.”

			“It wouldn’t have worked. I would have seen to it that there was a full investigation, including an analysis by a good Healer. The Healer would have found evidence of the poison in his blood. Your aunt must have known that. Therefore, she knew you would be caught and most likely killed. She raised you to die avenging your House, Kalena. You were not meant to survive once your duty was done.”

			“She did not send me to die,” Kalena protested. “She is a brilliant Healer. The poison she prepared would have been undetectable to any other Healer.”

			“So she claimed.”

			“It’s true! It must be true.” Kalena had never allowed herself to question Olara’s plan, or her promise that it would work.

			Ridge slowly shook his head in the darkness. “I’ve been giving the matter a great deal of thought. It’s only logical to assume that your aunt didn’t care if you survived. Her only goal was to use you to kill Quintel. You mocked me once for being a rich man’s tool, but at least I know my role and accept it for what it is. You were the unwitting tool of someone you were raised to trust and respect. That’s a far worse fate, Kalena. You were used.”

			Kalena said nothing, absorbing the implications, unwilling to believe her aunt had let the need for revenge drive her to such an extreme. But Olara considered the House of the Ice Harvest at an end anyway. What did it matter if the last living female died carrying out her duty? Ridge sounded so certain of what he had deduced. Kalena shuddered, thinking of her own dreams of freedom. Perhaps she had never stood a chance of obtaining the life of a freewoman.

			Ridge felt the tremor in her fingers. His mouth twisted wryly as Kalena remained stubbornly silent, refusing to argue or agree with his statement. Her pride and sense of honor were formidable indeed. Almost as formidable as her femininity and passion. He turned to gather her against him.

			“I’m sorry to upset you by forcing you to confront the truth about your aunt, but there’s no alternative. It’s always better to know the truth.”

			“Better?” she questioned bitterly.

			“Safer,” he amended softly. He stroked the tangled curls of her hair, wanting to soothe her. “Go to sleep, Kalena. And when you wake in the morning, remember that you owe your life to your husband. Perhaps the knowledge will make you a little more cooperative and dutiful toward him.” He yawned, physically satisfied and replete. “Then again, perhaps it won’t. I wish you good night, wife.”

			Kalena felt him go to sleep almost instantly. She lay awake for a long time, his words echoing in her head.

			 

			 

		 
 Seven

			 

			 

			Kalena awoke with an unfamiliar sense of alertness, a keen awareness that something important had jarred her from her sleep.

			She lay still for a moment, trying to figure out what had awakened her. Whatever it was had not bothered Ridge. He slept on beside her, one heavy arm wrapped possessively around her waist.

			Slowly she realized there was a half familiar odor in the sleeping chamber, a scent she associated vaguely with home and with her aunt. It was an odor associated with the Healing craft.

			Kalena inhaled deeply, trying to identify the smell. Her mind spun mistily for a second and then she had it: Keefer leaves. Olara burned them to anesthetize her most badly injured patients. Kalena sat upright with a jerk that brought Ridge instantly awake.

			“Stones! What’s going on? Kalena, what’s the matter?”

			Kalena glanced at him, worry etched on her face. Ridge was sitting up beside her and somehow the sintar was in his hand. He must sleep with it, she thought.

			“I’m not sure. That odor. Can you smell it?”

			He took a breath. “Yes, but I don’t recognize it.”

			“It’s the smell a certain herb creates when it’s burned. Keefer. A little is irritating. Enough of the smoke will put you to sleep. My aunt uses it occasionally in her Healing work.”

			Ridge swore softly. He was already on his feet, yanking on his trousers. “Get something on, Kalena. We’ve got to get out of here.”

			She didn’t argue. She was already off the pallet and reaching for her riding skirt. Before she had finished fastening the tunic jacket, Ridge was at the door. He jerked the handle once and then again.

			“Somebody’s locked it from the other side. The smoke is coming from underneath. We’ll have to go out through the window”

			Kalena nodded and turned to pull open the shutters. Already she felt dizzy from the effects of the smoke. The shutters didn’t budge. “Ridge! They’re locked shut.”

			He came forward quickly, setting one booted foot to the wooden slats. The first kick was strong enough to make the shutter sag outward. The second wasn’t necessary because the shutter was shoved open from the outside. An instant later two cloaked figures came over the windowsill from the balcony and hurtled into the room.

			Kalena had no chance to so much as scream. Ridge slammed her aside so hard she hit the floor. She glanced up in time to see him step forward to meet one of the attackers. The sintar glinted in the pale moonlight and then a scream of rage and pain pierced the night as the blade disappeared into the depths of the assailant’s cloak.

			The other dark figure had been making for Kalena, but he spun around when he heard his companion scream. His arm came up, revealing something in his fist that might have been a dart sling; he aimed it at Ridge’s back.

			Kalena didn’t take time to think. She grabbed the heavy travel bag that sat open at the foot of the pallet and hurled it at the second attacker. He yelped, staggering as the weight of the bag hit him. Before he could recover, Ridge was upon him. There was a flurry of violent thrashing and then the second figure went ominously still.

			Kalena waited, shivering with tension as Ridge got slowly to his feet. The fragrance of the keefer smoke was being diluted by the open window. She stared at the two men on the floor, one of whom stirred and groaned. They were both dressed in black from head to foot. The dart sling carried by the second man lay next to his body. Ridge reached down to recover it.

			“Ridge, who are they?”

			“This one isn’t going to tell us,” he said coolly. He turned away from the very still figure on the floor and started toward the other man. “But I think we can probably get this one to talk.”

			The cloaked man raised his head. The hood fell back, revealing a gaze of pure hatred. “Never,” he said in a voice hoarse from pain. He fumbled for something in his cloak and had it in his mouth before Ridge could stop him. An instant later the cloaked man gasped and fell backward into the same endless stillness that gripped his companion.

			“Well, dammit to the end of the Spectrum,” Ridge said with disgust as he stood glowering over his victim. “Now they’re both dead.”

			Kalena swallowed heavily. “Dead?”

			“Just my luck.” He went down on one knee and tugged aside the first man’s cloak. “Put some cloth under the door to stop that smoke and turn on one of the lamps. Hurry, Kalena, we haven’t got much time. I want both of us out of here as soon as possible.”

			She tore her eyes from the dead men and hurried into the small privacy chamber to soak a strip of bedding in the water basin. The innkeeper’s modernization attempts had not extended to the sleeping chambers. The sleeping chambers had only a jug of water and a basin, not the new, fancy piping systems that were becoming so popular back in Crosspurposes and in the Interlock valley.

			The soaked cloth cut off the flow of smoke and the room cleared rapidly of the smell of burning keefer as Kalena switched on the firegel lamp. The volatile gelatin began to glow at once as the catalyst was introduced through the small tube opened by the switch. In the lamplight Kalena saw the blood that was staining the wooden floors beneath the two cloaked figures. She went forward slowly.

			In the past there had been occasions when Olara had called upon her niece to assist her. Those times had been rare because Olara had only demanded help in absolute emergencies. In general she tried to keep Kalena well clear of the Healer’s chamber. But at moments Olara had needed another pair of hands and Kalena had been the only person available. Kalena had seen death before, but never such violent death. She had never witnessed one man being killed by another. She was amazed to think she had at one time considered herself capable of murder.

			“What are you doing, Ridge?” she asked softly, watching him systematically go through the cloak the first man was wearing. In her experience the dead were to be treated carefully and with respect. Ridge was handling the body like so much limp laundry.

			“Looking for something.” Ridge felt the lining of a pocket.

			“What?”

			“Anything that might tell us who they are.”

			“I understand,” she said simply and forced herself to go down beside the second still figure. She steeled herself for the task and then cautiously parted the cloak.

			The blood that had soaked the man’s chest almost made her lose control of her stomach.

			“I’ll do that, Kalena. Get away from him.” Ridge’s voice was curiously urgent.

			“I am not such a weakling that I cannot deal with a dead man,” she said, her throat tight as she put her fingers into the pocket of the cloak.

			“Kalena, there’s no need for you to do that.”

			She was about to respond when she caught sight of the pendant that lay soaking in blood. She froze. “Ridge,” she whispered softly, “is that one wearing a chain around his neck? A chain with a piece of black glass hanging from it?”

			“Yes.”

			“Don’t touch it,” she ordered tightly.

			“Kalena—”

			“By the Keys, don’t touch it.”

			“Kalena, calm yourself,” Ridge said gently as he got to his feet.

			She looked up at him, her eyes wide with a fear she could not yet name. “Ridge, you must listen to me.”

			He held out his hand. The black glass pendant dangled from his fingers, glinting evilly in the lamplight. “Kalena, I’ve already touched it. There is no harm in it. It’s only a piece of black glass on a chain.”

			Her eyes went from his face to the pendant and back again as a memory slowly coalesced in her mind. She rose to her feet, taking a step backward. Ridge’s expression darkened.

			“What’s the matter with you, woman? We don’t have time for you to have a case of hysterics.”

			The roughness in his voice pulled her quickly back to reality. “You needn’t concern yourself. I do not intend to have hysterics.”

			“Then let’s get going. We’ve wasted enough time.” He dropped the pendant into his travel bag and glanced around the room. “Have you got everything?”

			Kalena nodded, hoisting her heavy bag. “What about these two?”

			“Let the innkeeper worry about them. I have a feeling he gave them some assistance tonight. He can deal with the results.”

			“The innkeeper helped them?” Kalena was shocked. She followed Ridge to the open window.

			“Somebody bolted our door from the outside and managed to overlook two cloaked men burning a bunch of those damn keefer leaves in the hallway. Either the innkeeper is a very heavy sleeper or he has been well paid to feign the art of deep sleep.” Ridge stepped out onto the balcony that wrapped the second level of the inn. He reached back to help Kalena. “Not a word until we’re clear of the stables.”

			She nodded her understanding and went after him as he moved silently along the balcony. They passed several shuttered windows and a door, but no one questioned them. The timbered steps at the far end of the building led down to the inn yard. No one was stirring in the predawn darkness.

			The creet stables were warm and thick with the characteristic odor that marks such places. It wasn’t a bad smell, just an earthy, honest one that reminded Kalena a little of the Interlock valley farms. There were half a dozen birds and they all stirred and chirped inquiringly as the two humans entered the darkened stable. Ridge whistled faintly in the particular signal his creets had been taught to recognize. The other four birds went back to dozing. The two Kalena and Ridge had been riding for three days poked their beaked heads over the stall doors.

			Ridge spoke quietly to the creatures as he began saddling the nearest. Kalena set down her travel bag and hoisted the second saddle. Ridge started to say something. He had been doing all the saddling and unsaddling on the journey so far, but when he saw the no-nonsense way Kalena swung the leather over the bird’s shoulders he kept his mouth shut. Time was of the essence this morning.

			Within minutes Kalena and Ridge were mounted and out of the yard. The birds were urged into their ground-eating stride and it wasn’t long before the village of Adverse was out of sight. Ahead, the distant peaks of the Heights of Variance began to show purple beneath a dawning sun.

			For the remainder of the morning Ridge set the same kind of brutal pace he had maintained for the past few days, but Kalena knew that today his objective wasn’t to make life unpleasant for her. His only goal was to put as much distance as possible between them and the two bodies at the inn. The aches in her legs and lower back seemed marginally less this morning, and Kalena wondered if perhaps she was finally becoming accustomed to a day’s hard riding. Her mouth curved wryly. If last night was anything to go by, she would have to become accustomed to nights of hard riding, too. Ridge had obviously decided to start claiming his rights as a husband.

			She watched him as he rode a short distance in front of her, following the landmarks that led through the Plains of Antinomy toward the distant mountains. Occasionally, he consulted the folded maps he carried in his saddle pack. Once in a while he spoke to her or glanced back to see that she was still where she was supposed to be. On the whole, conversation today wasn’t any more plentiful than it had been for the past three days. Ridge rode with a concentration and determination that left little time for idle chatter.

			Kalena remembered the black glass pendant in his travel bag and frowned to herself as she recalled the vague tales she had once heard.

			When the sun was overhead, Ridge finally called a halt near a stream. Kalena slid gratefully from the saddle and watched the creets amble happily toward the water. It didn’t take much to make a creet happy.

			“Last night I had the innkeeper’s wife prepare us some food.” Ridge spoke as he removed a small package from his saddle. “I think we’ve put enough ground behind us. These birds are fast. Faster than anything they’ve got back in Adverse.”

			“Do you think anyone is following us?”

			He shrugged, unwrapping the food. “I don’t know. Those two last night might have been simple thieves who work in conjunction with the innkeeper. Or they might have been something more.”

			Kalena accepted a wedge of white cheese and sat down on a rock to eat it. “I think they were something more than mere thieves, Ridge,” she finally said.

			“Because of the pendants? What are they, Kalena? What is it about them that makes you afraid? Have you ever seen one before?”

			She shook her head. “No. But Olara described something like them once.” Kalena hesitated, remembering the incident. “She had just come out of a trance. She was very agitated. She kept talking about the creatures who used black glass to focus.”

			“To focus what?”

			“That’s just it. I don’t know. She was upset and I gather she hadn’t had a clear Far Seeing trance. There were only impressions that left her disturbed. But she implied that the glass is a thing from the Dark end of the Spectrum.” Kalena met Ridge’s gaze and emphasized her words carefully. “The farthest, darkest end of the Spectrum. It is a thing wholly and completely masculine in the most final sense of the word. It accepts nothing from the other end of the Spectrum. According to Olara, the glass is associated with that which would destroy anything that is from the Light end of the Spectrum. Do you understand, Ridge?”

			He studied her intent features as he sat on a rock across from her, one knee bent so that he could rest an arm on it. “Your aunt thought the glass was connected to something that wished to destroy anything that had its origins in the Light end of the Spectrum?”

			“I think so.”

			“That’s insane, Kalena.” Ridge picked up another wedge of cheese. “Anyone with an ounce of sense knows that one end of the Spectrum can’t exist without the other. Dark must always be balanced by light and male must always be balanced by female. For either to exist alone would be meaningless. How could there be any concept of night if day didn’t exist?” He quoted the accepted logic of the philosophy that guided nearly everyone who lived in the Northern Continent.

			“Olara did not say that those who used the black glass were sane,” Kalena said calmly, finishing her cheese. “In fact, I got the distinct impression she thought them quite insane.”

			He was silent for a few seconds before saying, “It’s fortunate for both of us that you came awake at the scent of the keefer smoke. And you were very quick with that travel bag you hurled at the second man. You kept your head in a difficult situation and you probably saved both our lives.”

			Kalena felt unaccountably warmed and slightly amused. “Such praise from a man of your particular talents, Trade Master, is enough to make a mere female quite giddy.”

			He had the grace to look faintly chagrined. His eyes slid from her face to the creets and back again as he searched for words. “I meant what I said. I could not have wished for a better companion beside me in such circumstances.”

			“Even though I’m only a female and not really designed for such masculine labor?”

			His mouth twisted slightly. “You speak as if you resent being born female.”

			Kalena thought about that. “No, not really. I cannot imagine being other than I am, but there are times when every woman has cause to grow exasperated with the prejudices and misconceptions of men. You label us weak and then become resentful when we prove ourselves strong.”

			“No man denies that a woman has her own kind of strength.”

			“Such strength being acceptable so long as she confines it to the spheres of childbearing, running a house and providing a warm pallet for her husband?” Kalena asked with a hidden smile.

			“Do you enjoy provoking me, Kalena?” he asked with a sigh.

			“Sometimes,” she admitted quite freely.

			His eyes gleamed as he took another bite of cheese. “You don’t consider it slightly risky?”

			“You’ve said on more than one occasion that I might lack a certain measure of common sense,” she retorted airily. “Maybe I’m just too fluff-brained to have enough sense to restrain myself from provoking you.”

			“Or maybe you take a certain perverse pleasure from doing so.

			“Umm, a distinct possibility,” she agreed, nodding.

			“Some people think it’s dangerous to provoke me,” Ridge remarked, eyeing her narrowly.

			“Yes, well, I’ll admit that trick with the sinter is a little intimidating.” Kalena leaned forward, trying to see the handle of the blade where it rested just under his elbow. “It’s true what they say, isn’t it? You really can make the steel glow. I could hardly believe it that night in my chamber when I thought you were going to kill me with the steel.”

			He frowned. “If you have any sense you won’t mention that night again, Kalena.”

			“But the blade—”

			“Yes, I can make it glow,” he muttered, polishing off the last of the cheese. “It makes me feel like some kind of freak, but if you get me sufficiently angry, the steel will grow hot in my hands. It’s not something I’m particularly proud of. In fact, it can be a damned nuisance.”

			“It’s a very rare talent. The stories say there are few men in any generation who have such an affinity for fire. And it is only the steel of Countervail that will respond to the talent.”

			“It’s not exactly a talent,” Ridge exploded. “It’s a useless trick, good for nothing more than show. The steel glows only when I’ve truly lost control of my temper, Kalena, and that’s a very dangerous thing for me. It’s a talent that might someday get me killed.”

			“Get you killed!” She was startled.

			“No man fights well when he’s enraged. I’ve survived doing Quintel’s work precisely because I’ve learned to control the extremes of my temper, at least for the most part.”

			She looked at him wonderingly. “I see.”

			He lifted one brow. “I doubt it. Let’s change the subject, shall we?”

			“What would you prefer to discuss?”

			“Something infinitely more practical. Namely, why did those two men with the black glass come after us?”

			“I don’t know. This is your mission. I’m merely along for the ride and thirty percent of the Sand, remember?”

			His eyes gleamed. “It would seem that you are rapidly returning to normal, at least as far as your tongue is concerned. It must have been hard to maintain nearly three full days of silence.”

			“You were as silent as I.”

			“I spent the time thinking.”

			“As only a man would think,” she retorted. “This morning’s hard ride was out of necessity. But the pace you set for the past three days was deliberately designed to make me aware of your displeasure.”

			“Displeasure is a mild word for what I felt.”

			“Yes, I know.”

			“Tell me,” Ridge said somewhat gruffly, “what did you think you would do if you’d been successful in murdering Quintel? What did you think your future would be like?”

			Kalena looked toward the distant mountains. “I thought,” she said eventually, “that afterward I would finally be free. The image of my future has always been vague in my mind, but I believed that something important and wonderful lay ahead of me once I had fulfilled my task. I was wrong.”

			“What did you think you would be free to do?” he scoffed. “Even if no one knew you were the murderess, you would already be known as a trade wife. The marriage took place before you attempted murder. Nothing would have changed your status after you signed that contract and went through that ceremony. A fine ending for the daughter of a Great House. You would have found yourself on the same level as Arrisa and the others.”

			Kalena smiled. “Yes, I know. I couldn’t wait to find myself on that level.”

			Ridge was startled. “With your heritage? Your pride and family background? You wanted to be a trade wife?”

			“I wanted to be free. Arrisa and her friends are the only truly freewomen I have ever met. They come and go as they please, with no House lord to order them about. They are not required to remember the honor of their families in everything they do. They call no man permanent husband. They spend their grans any way they choose. They do not serve the males at the table when they dine. They are free to go out in the evenings to taverns and not worry that when they return some man will threaten to beat them for their behavior. They go adventuring on the trade routes and return with money that belongs only to them.”

			Ridge cut off the glowing description of Arrisa and her friends with a short, rather crude oath. “You know nothing of that world. It’s simply a case of the forbidden being more exciting than what you have. I must admit that probably anything would look more exciting than life on a farm in the Interlock valley. But to think of sacrificing your heritage for the sake of being able to get yourself arrested in a tavern brawl is disgraceful. There is a streak of wildness in you, Kalena. You need a husband to control it.”

			“And there is a definite streak of old-fashioned, hide-bound, straitlaced prudishness in you, Ridge, that would do justice to any Great House lord,” she returned easily. “Where did you come by such conservative notions, I wonder.”

			“Probably from having spent too many years growing up with the kind of ‘freedom’ that comes from not belonging to any House, even a small one.”

			“Ah, then we are truly opposite points on a Spectrum, aren’t we?” she mused.

			“Remember that, Kalena,” he said in mocking threat. “It probably means we’re well matched.”

			“That’s not what you thought the night you discovered you had married a failed assassin.”

			To her surprise, he didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, Ridge took the comment seriously. “I’ve had time to think about matters since that night.”

			She eyed him with a new wariness. “Come to any brilliant conclusions?”

			“A few” He shifted his position slightly, considering her intently. “I understand why you tried to kill Quintel.”

			That truly did surprise her. “You do?”

			He sighed. “If you have spent the past several years having it drilled into your brain that Quintel was the cause of your father’s and brother’s death, then yes, I understand. Someone had to exact vengeance on behalf of your House. Seen from that perspective, I suppose you had no choice.”

			“That’s very generous of you, Ridge,” Kalena said in astonishment.

			“But that line of logic has a major flaw in it,” he continued bluntly.

			“What flaw?”

			“You have no proof that Quintel had anything to do with the end of your House. Nothing except the word of an embittered old woman who is given to trances and tale spinning, from what I gather.”

			“She is a fine Healer and a respected woman!”

			“She raised you with every intention of sending you to your death while allowing you to believe you would be free when your task was done.”

			“I would have been free!”

			“No, Kalena” he told her implacably. “In the end you would have died. There would have been no escape. No freedom.”

			Stung, Kalena got to her feet and paced toward the stream. “You don’t know that for certain. You’re only saying that to salvage some of your own pride. You don’t want to admit that you nearly failed to protect your employer. Your sense of honor is as great as any House lord’s. Your pride is above your station.” She glanced back at him derisively. To her surprise, Ridge was smiling ruefully, acknowledging the accusation.

			“So Quintel has informed me,” he said.

			“You admit it?”

			“Why not? It’s the truth. There will come a day, Kalena, when my sense of honor and my pride will suit my station in life.”

			She swung around to face him fully. “I don’t understand.”

			“It takes money and power and raw nerve to establish a fine House. More of all three to found a Great House and have it accepted. I’ll have the money when I return from this trip with a shipment of Sand. I’ll also have a guarantee of a permanent slice of the Sand route profits. And I have learned the ways of power from watching Quintel over the years. He has taught me much.”

			“I expect you were born with the necessary raw nerve,” Kalena snapped.

			“Perhaps I inherited it from my father,” Ridge said casually.

			“You said you don’t know who your father was.”

			“I know he was the heir of a Great House in Countervail. He seduced a young woman who had no House to protect her, got her pregnant and then abandoned her to the streets. She died when I was in my eighth year, refusing to name my father to me. She wouldn’t even tell me which House he represented.”

			“Why not?” Kalena asked softly.

			“Because she knew I would try to kill him and probably get myself killed in the attempt.”

			“So you were born with your pride as well as your nerve. She must have recognized as much and tried to protect you,” Kalena said, her voice gentle now.

			“Perhaps.” Ridge seemed no longer interested in the discussion of his childhood. He got up off the rock and walked toward the waiting creets, who were helping themselves to a patch of red and yellow wildflowers. “It no longer matters. One of these days I will be the lord of my own Great House and then none of the past will matter. Are you ready?”

			“Yes.” She walked toward her creet. Kalena had one foot in the high stirrup when she felt Ridge’s hands around her waist. He tossed her up into the saddle and stood looking up at her for a moment, one hand resting on her thigh with casual possessiveness. His golden eyes flared for a moment in the warm sunlight. The fire in his gaze was not gentle or sensual or persuasive. It was a little savage and utterly determined.

			“I must have a suitable wife when I return to Crosspurposes. A woman who can conduct herself like a fine lady when the occasion demands. A woman who has strength and nerve and who is willing to work hard. One whose loyalty to me is absolute and who also knows the meaning of honor.”

			Kalena lifted her chin. “I wish you luck in finding such a paragon. Do you want some advice?”

			His gaze narrowed. “What advice would you give?”

			“If you do find a suitable candidate for the post, you would do well to treat her carefully. She will be accustomed to good manners and the behavior of gentlemen. If you are wise, you will not threaten her, even occasionally, with a creet whip. Nor will you give her orders as if she were a servant. Furthermore, you will not force your way into her pallet when you have ale on your breath and a desire to copulate with any convenient female. You will wait for an invitation.”

			Ridge grinned in response to her short lecture. “Such a woman, if indeed I find one, sounds very dull. It’s fortunate that I have you instead of this paragon on this trip.” He smiled at her wickedly. “The one thing you never are, Kalena, is boring.”

			He turned away to mount his own creet, ignoring a muttered comment about having a head as thick as a zorcan’s. Ridge swung up into the saddle, aware that he was feeling unexpectedly good in spite of the morning’s hard ride and the two dead bodies that lay behind him in Adverse.

			He had been right to reestablish the sexual bond between himself and Kalena. Ridge acknowledged privately that the one place he felt he had some genuine control over Kalena was in a sleeping pallet. Last night had reassured him that her response to him still ran as deep in her veins as it had that first night, as deep and irresistible as his own response to her was. She was a proud, highborn lady, but last night she had called him husband and accepted him as much.

			Ridge was congratulating himself on that fact when he started thinking, not for the first time, about Kalena’s pride. Some of his masculine satisfaction slipped. It was true he had a right to demand her obedient surrender in the sleeping pallet, but he, of all people, knew how sharp a lash pride and honor could be. His actions last night must have stung her fiercely.

			He didn’t want to coerce her into doing her wifely duty, Ridge admitted to himself. He wanted Kalena to give herself willingly and eagerly. Morosely, he came to the conclusion that forcing her to surrender to him probably wasn’t a reliable means of inducing her warm and willing cooperation. His mouth tightened, as did his grip on the reins as he came to a grim decision. He would not force Kalena again. He was a man of honor and he understood the fierceness of her own pride. She had a right to that pride. He would give her some time to come to terms with her new responsibilities as his wife before he again claimed her. He had a lot of time, Ridge reminded himself. The rest of the journey lay ahead.

			Kalena’s sense of honor was as strong as his own, even if it had been deliberately warped by the aunt, Ridge reflected. One of the things he had to do before they returned to Crosspurposes was to ensure that Kalena understood Quintel was not guilty of murdering her father and brother.

			And Ridge had no doubt about that fact. Quintel might be capable of hiring men to act as his private weapons in order to deal with lawless bandits on the trade routes, but to murder the lord and heir of a Great House was quite another thing. Quintel was scrupulous about staying within the confines of the law. It was unthinkable that he would step so far outside it. Quintel’s own sense of honor was as rigid as any other lord’s.

			No, Kalena must be convinced that her House obligation had been sadly misdirected by an embittered, perhaps crazy old woman. After Kalena understood that, she must be shown that the free life she sought as a Lower class trade woman was not all she had imagined. She needed a husband who would ensure she didn’t forget her heritage. A husband who could, perhaps, even replace the heritage she had lost with one that was just as proud.

			Ridge frowned thoughtfully as he considered the long-term future. Clearly, his trade wife had plans of her own that she intended to implement when they returned to Crosspurposes. Her desire for freedom was going to be a problem. But several eight-days lay ahead of them, and much could happen to change a woman’s mind in that length of time.

			 

			 

		 
 Eight

			 

			 

			The creets were in a playful mood that evening. They had plenty of extra energy because they hadn’t been pushed as hard as usual during the afternoon, but they also seemed to delight in the bubbling spring near the campsite Ridge had chosen. Not long after they camped, the creets were happily bathing in the fresh water.

			As the late afternoon sunlight faded behind the distant mountains, Kalena sat curled on a rock overlooking the small stream. She watched the birds while Ridge finished the preparations for camping out on the trail.

			“The problem with putting all that extra distance behind us and Adverse this morning is that it threw off the travel schedule,” Ridge complained as he laid the fire. “My original plan was to be near a town every evening.”

			“You surprise me, Ridge. I would have thought you’d be accustomed to roughing it on the trail.”

			He threw her a rare grin. “Being accustomed to it doesn’t mean I like it. In fact, it has a tendency to make me appreciate the comforts of an inn even more than I might otherwise.”

			Kalena wrapped her arms around her knees and watched him with sincere curiosity. “I’m astonished to hear a man such as yourself admit to liking the little luxuries of life.”

			“You have a distorted view of my nature.”

			“If that’s true it’s probably because our time together has been a little tense,” she pointed out dryly. “We haven’t really had much of an opportunity to get to know each other.”

			He paused in his work and glanced at her. “I thought we were getting to know a great deal about each other in a hurry.”

			Kalena made a wry face. “I think we’re going about it the hard way.”

			He shrugged and tossed down a load of kindling. “Possibly. But it doesn’t make such difference. The end result is the same. You are my wife.”

			“Trade wife,” she emphasized quietly.

			He gave her a slightly challenging smile. “The distinction is meaningless until the end of our journey.”

			Before Kalena could respond to that her attention was distracted by her creet’s wild chirps. She glanced around in time to see the bird racing madly along the edge of the stream. The creet was flapping her little yellow wings in a useless effort to propel herself as fast as possible. The large male was in hot pursuit.

			“Ridge, the creets!”

			Ridge strode over to where Kalena was sitting, his eyes filled with lazy interest. “They’re just playing.”

			“It looks like more than playfulness to me.” Kalena got to her feet, prepared to defend her bird. “Your animal is attacking mine.”

			“Not exactly.”

			“What do you mean, not exactly? He’s trying to assault her. Just look at the way he’s chasing her. Stop him, Ridge.”

			“I doubt if I could, even if I wanted to. Don’t you know it’s dangerous to come between a male and his female?”

			Kalena glared at him, outraged. “Are you saying your creet is trying to rape my little bird?”

			Ridge cleared his throat. “They’re a mated pair, Kalena,” he reminded her. “Such behavior is natural.”

			“Is that right? Then why is she trying to escape?”

			He regarded her thoughtfully. “I don’t know. You tell me. Perhaps she has some wild notions of female freedom.”

			Kalena gasped as her bird gave a particularly loud and protesting squawk. She spun around in time to see the smaller yellow creel being tumbled to the ground by the larger bird. The female landed in a crouching position and the male quickly jumped on top of her.

			Kalena groaned, finally realizing exactly what was happening. “This is embarrassing.”

			“Then don’t watch. I thought you were raised in farm country.” Ridge was already walking back toward his half finished fire.

			“I was, but we didn’t actually raise animals. My aunt provided for us by practicing her Healer’s talents. I’ve never seen two creets in quite this sort of situation.” Kalena hurriedly turned her back on the mating pair of birds. “It’s a little on the violent side.”

			“Is that so strange?” Ridge asked quietly. “Sometimes things have been a little violent between us, too. The emotions between male and female can be powerful.”

			“We’re hardly a pair of birds, Ridge!”

			“I’m not sure we’re all that different from other animals. They’re on the Spectrum with us, aren’t they? Our emotions and reactions might be more complex than theirs, but not totally unrelated.”

			“There are times when you surprise me with the level of your philosophical training, Fire Whip,” Kalena said a bit grimly as she closed her ears to the triumphant chirps of the male creet.

			“Quintel saw to it that I got a decent education.” Ridge sounded offhand.

			Kalena wondered about that. “He raised you like a son, didn’t he?”

			“Almost. He taught me manners, the ways of trading and the essentials of Great House politics. But this business of being a husband I’m having to learn on my own.”

			“On-the-job training, Ridge?” Kalena made no attempt to keep the smile out of her voice.

			“Practice and experience make excellent teachers,” he informed her blandly. “And I learn quickly. Are the birds finished yet?”

			Kalena glanced over her shoulder. “Yes, thank the Spectrum. Mine doesn’t even look mildly annoyed at yours.”

			“Why should she? She knows her role in life. And on the rare occasions when she’s tempted to forget, the male reminds her.”

			Kalena spun around, thoroughly annoyed. She opened her mouth to tell Ridge what she thought of him, and then halted as she realized he was laughing at her. His expression hadn’t changed, but there was genuine humor in his golden eyes. She sighed. “Now who’s trying to provoke whom, Ridge?”

			He held up one hand as though to ward off her irritation. “I’ll admit there are times when I can see the lure of the sport.”

			Hearing a loud splash, Kalena turned once more to find the creets blundering happily into the stream. “My female is trying to duck your male.”

			“He’ll probably let her get away with it.”

			“Because he’s already had what he wants from her?” Kalena sniffed.

			“There’s nothing like a pleasant tumble with the female of one’s choice to put a male in a good mood and make him feel indulgent.”

			“You males are definitely a simpleminded lot, aren’t you?” Kalena asked as she stalked over to a saddlebag and began removing some of the trail rations Ridge had packed for emergencies.

			“It’s not that we’re simpleminded, wife. It’s just that we tend to think in a clear, straightforward fashion. We’re not like women, who chase their emotions in a hundred illogical circles before coming to terms with them.”

			“Did you come up with that bit of wisdom on your own or learn it from some male Polarity Advisor?”

			“I could hardly have learned it from a female Polarity Advisor. There aren’t any.” Ridge got to his feet in a lithe, easy movement. “In any event, it doesn’t matter where I learned it. Lately I seem to be getting firsthand demonstrations of the truths of the old sayings.”

			“The problem with a man’s interpretation of ancient axioms is that because he tends to think in such a marvelously straightforward manner, he misses all the subtle meaning hidden in them,” Kalena explained sweetly. “In other words, he usually misses the main point altogether.”

			Ridge gave a shout of laughter and launched himself forward without any warning. “You never give up, do you?” he marveled.

			Kalena was so startled by hearing him laugh outright for the first time that she didn’t think to move quickly enough to escape him. Before she realized what he was about, he had scooped her up in his arms and was striding toward the stream. The creets lifted their heads curiously to watch the humans at play.

			Ridge, you wouldn’t dare.”

			“I’m not sure,” he retorted with mocking seriousness as he came to a halt at the edge of the stream. “We straightforward thinking types tend to do what we set out to do. It’s hard to distract us. But you can try.”

			Kalena clung to him, strangely fascinated by her discovery of this playful side of his nature. She had the distinct impression Ridge wasn’t very familiar with this element in himself, either. It was as if he were experimenting with it as he went along. Learning to be a husband. “How could I distract you?” she demanded.

			“You could try pleading with me,” he suggested helpfully.

			“Surely a woman’s pleas wouldn’t deflect a strong, straightforward thinker such as yourself.”

			“You never know” He waited, grinning down at her, his eyes alight with anticipation.

			“I’m not very good at pleading, but I’m willing to bargain,” Kalena told him.

			“Ah, this is getting more and more interesting. With what would you bargain, wife?”

			“Don’t leer at me like that. I was going to offer to wash your shirts for you.” She wrinkled her nose. “It’s about time I did so, don’t you think?”

			“The smell of the trail offends you?” he asked politely.

			“I wouldn’t dream of implying that you smell like a male creet I was simply offering to bargain for my freedom in exchange for washing your shirts. To tell you the truth, I’m out of clean tunics myself.”

			“Hmm.” He pretended to consider the matter deeply. “I suppose it might be a wise idea for both of us to bathe. No reason you can’t wash our clothes at the same time.” He opened his arms.

			Kalena yelped as she fell into the stream. The creets scampered out of the way. Closing her eyes, Kalena waited for the shock of the icy water to hit her. To her complete astonishment it was like falling into a lukewarm bath. Splashing to the surface, she flung wet hair out of her eyes and glared at Ridge. The skirts of her riding trousers floated around her legs.

			“Lucky for you,” she snapped, “that this stream isn’t ice cold. Otherwise I might never have forgiven you.”

			“I may be a simpleminded male, but I’m not completely stupid.” He crouched on the shore, undoing the laces of his shirt. His golden eyes were still lit with laughter. Ridge was obviously enjoying himself. Although it was equally obvious that he wasn’t accustomed to this kind of play.

			“You knew the water was almost warm?”

			He nodded, removing his shirt. “We’re not that far from Hot And Cold. We’ll be there two nights from now. It’s a town full of hot springs. Some of the water that flows from there retains its warmth even this far away.” He wadded the shirt into a small ball and tossed it to her. “Here. Show me some of your wifely skills, Kalena.”

			She reached out to catch the shirt, aware that Ridge was continuing to undress so that he could join her in the stream. A warm flush rose to her cheeks and she quickly lowered her eyes to the shirt. The small embroidered R was very plain on the left shoulder. It occurred to her that Ridge was going to quickly wear out the two shirts she had initialed for him. He rarely wore anything else.

			Ridge waded into the stream and over to where she stood waist deep in the water. “I have taken much pleasure in wearing the shirts you gave me,” he said gently. “But every time I put one on I am reminded that I never gave you a wedding gift.”

			“Yes, you did. You rescued Arrisa and my other friends the night of the tavern brawl,” she reminded him quickly. Studiously, she ignored the gleam of his strong flanks just under the surface of the water.

			“Ah, but you restored the balance later that night, remember?” He smiled crookedly.

			Kalena kept her eyes on the shirt in her hand. “Well, yes, but—”

			He put a blunt, calloused finger on her lips to silence her. “But nothing. I owe you a gift in exchange for the embroidery work you did on my shirts. Someday I shall even the balance.”

			Kalena looked up into his intent gaze and saw the lambent warmth that waited for her there. She blinked and made an effort to shake off the curling tendrils of emotion that were beginning to swirl in the air around her. Deliberately, she summoned a lighthearted smile. “I’ve got news for you, husband. Throwing me into this stream has only put you much deeper into debt. You won’t be able to buy your way back into my good graces very easily”

			“A man can only try,” Ridge said with a philosophical shrug.

			“This particular man had better try very hard,” Kalena informed him. “Or he’ll be eating a cold meal tonight.” She began to rinse out the shirt, very conscious of Ridge’s nakedness. Her own clothing was a limp, soggy weight on her body. Soon she would have to remove it.

			“You have me completely intimidated now, woman.” With a sigh of pleasure Ridge let himself sink under the surface of the water.

			Kalena was glad that night had almost fallen. The darkness would allow her to undress in the water without revealing too much of herself. She slipped out of her clothes and gave herself up to the pleasure of the bath. She half expected to find herself having to fend off Ridge’s playful antics, or perhaps something more serious, but he seemed oblivious of her nudity.

			Totally oblivious.

			When he climbed out of the stream a few minutes later, turned his back on her and went to fetch a towel from the saddlebags, Kalena realized she actually felt rather disappointed. The female creet chirped from the shore and Kalena glanced at the bird. “At least you got assaulted by your mate. All I got was dunked by mine,” she muttered.

			The bird chirped again as if in commiseration.

			 

			At first he thought the dream had awakened him. When Ridge opened his eyes several hours later, highly charged erotic images were still swirling through his brain. His body was taut with the aftereffects. The dream had been a very vivid one. In it, he had given in to the urge to make passionate love to Kalena that he had denied earlier in the evening when he had left the stream. In the dream he had carried Kalena out of the water, laid her down on the sand and covered her soft, yielding body with his own aroused one. She had responded to him with a desire that matched his own, welcoming him into her sweet, intoxicating embrace.

			She was the one who could quench the flames.

			Ridge shook himself free of the seductive images and sat up slowly in his pallet. Something was wrong out there in the darkness and it had nothing to do with erotic dreams.

			He looked across the short expanse of distance to where Kalena lay asleep in her trail pallet and saw nothing alarming or out of the ordinary. He heard the faint rustling movement from where the creets were crouched together in sleep and realized it was just such a soft sound that had been responsible for waking him. Even as he recognized that fact, he heard the unmistakable chirp of alarm from the male.

			Ridge was on his feet almost as quickly as the bird.

			“Ridge?” Kalena’s sleepy question floated through the shadows. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m not sure yet. Stay close to the fire, Kalena.”

			She didn’t argue. He heard her push back the pallet cover, but Ridge didn’t turn to glance at her. His full attention was on the male creet who was chirping angrily. The female squeaked once or twice in alarm. With the sintar in his hand, Ridge stepped into his boots and moved towards the birds. He had worn his trousers to bed, having had the unsettling experience of more than once being dragged out of sleep on the trail to face danger stark naked. He went forward to face whatever was disturbing the creets.

			The only thing he felt confident about was that whatever was out there wasn’t human. The creets had no real fear of humans. From the way they were reacting it had to be one of their few natural enemies.

			Fangcat, Ridge thought. Or, if his luck had really turned sour, a sinkworm. Let it be a fangcat, he decided as he headed toward the creets. He had enough on his hands without having to deal with a sinkworm.

			The male creet screeched in fury and challenge just as Ridge cast his silent vote in favor of one of the big-toothed cats. In the shadows he saw the larger bird thrust the female behind itself with a rough movement of its beak and then whirl back around to face the enemy.

			A full-throated hissing sound slashed through the darkness. In the pale red moonlight Ridge saw a dark reptilian shape the size of a male creet leap to the top of the jumble of rocks near the stream. Its tail was a barbed hook that curved up and over its scaled back. The head was all faceted eyes and gleaming fangs. It crouched on four scaled legs, its broad feet heavily clawed.

			Ridge stared at the creature in startled astonishment. So much for trying to choose between fangcats and sinkworms. His luck wasn’t that good tonight. This was neither of those familiar denizens of the dark. The animal crouched on the rocks prepared to attack the creet was something out of a nightmare. Ridge recognized it from a description he had once been given by an old trader. It had to be the almost legendary hook viper.

			But that was impossible. Hook vipers were creatures of the deepest mountain caves. Humans rarely saw them.

			But the reality of the situation was something Ridge didn’t have time to debate. What appeared to be a hook viper was poised for attack only a few feet from him, and he remembered hearing that the skull of the viper was as solid as a rock. The only truly vulnerable part on the head was the eye, but the odds of sinking the sintar into it at this range were minimal. There wasn’t time to dig the bow or the dart sling out of the saddlebags. He would have to wait for the leap.

			The male creet was screeching, its piercing challenge as deafening as the viper’s hiss. The female waited in the shadows behind her mate, her head darting frantically about in anxiety. If forced to do so, she too would fight, but her instinct was to rely primarily on the male’s greater strength and ability.

			Ridge worked his way closer, trying to narrow the gap between himself and the viper as much as possible before the creature made its killing leap.

			With another savage hiss, the hook viper sprang toward its prey. For an instant its vulnerable underside was exposed. Ridge hurled the sintar and hoped for a scrap of trader’s luck.

			At first he couldn’t be sure the sintar had struck its target. Then the great reptile snarled in fury and pain and jerked violently in midair. It landed in an awkward sprawl in front of the male creet, who promptly ripped at the already bleeding belly with one clawed foot. With its beak it went for the dying viper’s throat. The creet was more than happy to finish what Ridge had started.

			“By the Stones,” Kalena whispered in shock as she moved quickly up behind Ridge. “He’s tearing that thing apart. I had no idea creets were carnivores.”

			“They’re not. But that doesn’t mean they can’t draw blood.” Ridge put his arm around Kalena’s shoulders and pulled her back toward the fire. “Let’s get out of the way. The last thing any sane man does is approach a creet while the bloodlust is riding it. I’ll retrieve the sintar later.”

			Kalena was willing enough to be turned away from the sickening sight of the creet taking its vengeance. “They always seemed like such gentle creatures.”

			“They weren’t given claws just for decoration.”

			“No, I suppose not. But when I think about how much they love to eat flowers…You’re all right?”

			“I’m fine. We’ll just stay discreetly out of the way over here by the fire and wait until all the commotion dies down.”

			“What about my creet?” Kalena tried to glance back over her shoulder. “I don’t see her.”

			“She’s staying out of sight, too,” Ridge explained with a flicker of amusement. “She knows better than to show herself until her mate has calmed down.”

			“I hope you’re not going to draw any more parallels between human and creet female behavior.”

			“Why not?” Ridge asked lightly as he settled her down beside him on a rock near the glowing coals of the fire. From the shadows came the unpleasant sounds of shredding muscle and skin. The creet was making a thorough job of its vengeance. Ridge hoped the sintar didn’t get lost in the process. “It seems to me you could learn a few lessons from your creet.” He was rewarded with an elbow in the ribs for his observation. “Ouch!”

			“You deserved that. I’m not in the mood for such jokes.”

			Ridge rubbed his bare ribs and said with sudden seriousness, “I wasn’t joking. The male creet’s job is to take care of the female and they both know it. Didn’t you see how he stood between her and the viper? He would have died protecting her. In return for that kind of commitment, the female is willing to defer to her mate’s occasional idiosyncrasies.” He looked down at Kalena. “It’s the way of the Spectrum,” he added gently. “All things must be balanced, including the roles of men and women.”

			She cast a sidelong glance and said blandly, “Could we skip the nature lesson?”

			“Why? Because you don’t want to admit the truth about the way things are between men and women?”

			“I don’t want you feeling obligated to put yourself between me and a…a thing such as that, Fire Whip. I wouldn’t ask that of you or anyone.”

			“If the occasion arose, it would not be your place to ask or give permission,” he tried to explain patiently. “I would do it because I have both the right and the duty to protect you. I’m your husband, Kalena.”

			“So you keep reminding me.”

			He stifled a long-suffering groan. “I find myself constantly having to remind you because you seem to forget the fact quite easily.”

			She looked down into the embers of the fire and a strange smile touched her mouth. “You’re wrong, Fire Whip. Never for one moment do I forget the fact that you are my husband.”

			Ridge fell silent for a moment, watching her face in the faint glow of the fire and wondering exactly what she meant by those cryptic words. The thoughts of a woman could so often be completely unfathomable to a man. No wonder men had been given the strength and forcefulness of the Dark end of the Spectrum. Only such power could counter the greatest mystery of the Light end—a woman’s mind.

			“Ridge?”

			“What is it, Kalena?”

			“What was that thing you killed? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“Neither have I,” he admitted, “although it looks like something a trader once described to me. He called it a hook viper. But I don’t understand what it’s doing this far from the mountains. They’re very rarely seen, even by the traders who work the mountain towns. They’re creatures who prefer the darkness of caves. They are said to be very shy of men.”

			“That one didn’t seem particularly shy.”

			“It was probably starving. This far from the mountain caves it was undoubtedly having a hard time finding familiar food. It must have been desperate to come this close to fire and the smell of humans.”

			“I wonder what drove it from the mountains?”

			“That, Kalena, is a very good question.”

			 

			Ridge made certain they found an inn the following night. The village was the smallest they had yet encountered and the facilities were minimal, but it beat another night on the trail. The undeclared truce that seemed to have gone into effect between him and Kalena held throughout the day, right up to the moment Ridge unwittingly ruffled it by sending Kalena upstairs to the bedchamber after the evening meal.

			He hadn’t meant to sound arrogant, domineering or selfish, he told himself later when he found himself paying dearly for the act. He had only been exercising his sound judgment as an experienced trade master and a husband. The truth was, he had been quite shocked when Kalena had declared she would like to go into the tavern with him following the meal. He had stared at her from across the low table as if she had just announced she intended to strip herself naked and dance through the dining hall.

			“That’s impossible,” he had finally stated flatly. “What in the name of the Stones put such an idea into your head? It might be possible to take you into a tavern in Crosspurposes, but it’s out of the question in a small village like this. Everyone from the tavern keeper to the boy who sweeps the floors would be outraged. I warned you things were old-fashioned and conservative in these little towns on the trail. We have to abide by local customs, Kalena.”

			“But Ridge, there’s nothing to do upstairs and I’m not ready to go to bed.”

			“I’m sorry about that, Kalena,” he had told her a little helplessly. “But I can’t keep you company. The journey isn’t a pleasure trip. I’m supposed to be working.”

			“You call sitting around in a tavern drinking all night work?”

			The woman had a way of putting him on the defensive. Ridge didn’t like it. “I learn things in the taverns, Kalena.”

			“Such as?”

			“I pick up rumors, bits of gossip. For example, I’ll mention the hook viper tonight to see if anyone else says he’s seen one. And there have been a few strange tales I would like to verify.”

			“What sort of tales?” she demanded.

			He sighed, feeling driven into a corner. Apparently, he still had much to learn about handling a wife—or at least about handling Kalena. He picked up his ale. “There have been one or two odd stories about men disappearing in the mountains. I would like to know more about those stories, especially after what happened to us in Adverse.”

			“I still think you could accomplish your job without lounging around a tavern,” Kalena announced.

			He thought about pointing out quite bluntly that if she was willing to provide a good reason for him to accompany her up the stairs, he might consider the matter. But wisely he bit back the words. They would only have infuriated her. “That’s enough, Kalena. When you’ve finished your meal, go on up to the chamber. I’ll join you later. I give you my word I won’t be late. I just want to ask a few questions.”

			Her chin lifted. “Take your time. Don’t hurry upstairs on my account,” she told him with an awful politeness. She then swung with great dignity around to exit the dining hall.

			Ridge watched her leave and groaned inwardly. Things had been going so well all day. He had begun to hope that perhaps tonight he would receive the invitation he wanted so badly. But Kalena obviously wasn’t going to be in any mood to invite his lovemaking. Disgusted with himself and fate in general, he tossed down his fingerspears and stalked out of the dining area into the tavern. He needed a full tankard of ale.

			 

			Upstairs in the small cubicle that passed for a sleeping chamber, Kalena paced to and fro in front of the tiny window She was feeling restless and irritated, and the tiny room with its stark furnishings felt like a cage.

			In an effort to create a semblance of greater space, she stopped her pacing long enough to shove her travel bag into the little privacy chamber. It gave her a bit more room in which to pace like a tethered cotly.

			The image further annoyed her. She was no tame pet to be kept on a lead.

			In a burst of defiance Kalena opened the door of the room and stepped out into the corridor. If nothing else she could kill some time by going down to the stables to talk to the creets.

			She was halfway down the corridor, passing the closed door of another guest chamber, when she heard the low moan. Startled, Kalena halted in her tracks and listened. The soft, pain-filled sound came again from behind the door.

			Kalena hesitated, but when the moans continued she went over to the door and knocked.

			“Hello?” she called softly. “Are you all right inside there?” All she heard was silence. Kalena tried again. “Do you need help?”

			This time she heard a movement from behind the door, but it didn’t open. A woman’s voice reached her through the wood.

			“Please.”

			Alarmed by the fear and pain in a single word, Kalena tried the door handle. It turned easily in her hand, and after a second’s hesitation she stepped into the small chamber. A woman lay huddled on the pallet. She was very young and very pregnant. It didn’t take an experienced Healer to realize the occupant of the room was in labor. Kalena went forward instantly.

			“By the Stones, madam, don’t tell me you decided to go through this all by yourself,” she said, summoning up a cheerful, encouraging smile. “Has a Healer been called?”

			The young woman looked up at her with a strained, frightened expression. “I don’t know any Healer in this village. My husband…”

			“Yes, where is your husband?” Kalena asked briskly as she straightened the bedding and reassuringly gripped the woman’s hand.

			“I’m not sure. He said he had business in town. Perhaps he stopped at a tavern.”

			“Exactly where one would expect a man to be at a time like this.”

			The stranger managed a fleeting smile that ended abruptly as a contraction gripped her body. “He doesn’t know. The pains started so suddenly. I couldn’t get downstairs to summon him.”

			“What you need is a Healer, not a helpless man. I’ll be right back.” Kalena got to her feet and raced out of the room.

			She could hear the noise from the tavern as she swept past it on her way to the innkeeper’s desk. Fortunately, the innkeeper’s wife answered Kalena’s summons immediately.

			“I’ll fetch the village Healer at once,” the older woman promised. “Go back upstairs to the poor girl. I saw her earlier. She’s so young. This is probably her first and she’ll be scared to death.”

			Kalena nodded and ran back up the stairs. For the second time she ignored the shouts of laughter and the smoke that emanated from the tavern doorway.

			Her breath was coming quickly by the time Kalena had finished her dash back up the stairs. She paused to collect herself before she reentered the young woman’s chamber. A good Healer always presented a calm and soothing image, she reminded herself.

			A good Healer. That was a joke. She was no Healer and never would be. The thought brought a wave of unhappiness that was all too familiar. Kalena would have given a great deal to have been born with the Talent. She had certainly been cursed with a longing desire to learn the arts of healing, it had always seemed so unfair to have the wish and not the ability.

			Quickly, she produced a comforting smile and pushed open the door. “There is no need to worry” she assured the patient on the pallet. “The village Healer will be along very soon. We might as well get ready for her.”

			“You’re very kind.”

			“Don’t be silly. Women must stick together at times such as this. What woman would turn her back on another about to give birth?” Remembering the occasional glimpses she’d had of Olara at work, Kalena lit a fire on the tiny hearth and put water on to boil. She dampened a cloth to cool the mother’s-to-be brow and generally tried to make the young woman as comfortable as possible. Mostly she just held her hand and felt the woman’s nails dig into her palm as each new wave of pain arrived. Kalena would have given anything not to feel so helpless.

			If she were a Healer she would be able to do so much more. She had seen Olara use certain herbs to blunt the pain and stop excessive bleeding. Certainly, she knew Olara’s skills could make the whole process so much easier and safer. But Kalena knew so little of them. Only a trained Healer with the Talent could really help.

			The woman cried out and Kalena began to fret that the village Healer would not make it in time.

			“You’re doing just fine,” she said soothingly as she began to push aside the bedding. If no one came she would have to deliver the babe herself. She could only hope the birth would be normal.

			“Breathe deeply and don’t fight the pain. It will soon be over. Just breathe deeply.”

			Olara always used an almost hypnotic monologue to quiet her patient’s fears. Over the years Kalena had heard bits and pieces of it. She tried to remember the soft, soothing sounds.

			“That’s it. Everything’s going to be just fine. Don’t be afraid to yell if you want. You’ve got every right.”

			If only she knew more, Kalena thought in a mixture of anger and despair. She should know more. It wasn’t fair that such knowledge had been kept from her. She should know what to do. Something within her insisted she had a right to know.

			There was a quick, perfunctory knock, and then the door swung open. Kalena looked around gratefully to see a woman in her middle years step confidently into the room. The innkeeper’s wife was right behind her.

			“No need to ask which of you is my patient,” the Healer said cheerfully. “How are we doing here?” She was removing a packet of herbs from her bag and handing them to Kalena. “Looks like everything’s under control. Here, mix these in some warm water and let the little mother have a few sips. The drink will ease the pain.

			Humbly, Kalena took the herb packet and did as she was instructed. The Healer took charge and the whole process of birth was soon moving along its inevitable path under the watchful eye of a trained expert with the Talent.

			Kalena watched in fascination, holding the young mother’s hand and letting her sip from the mug of herb tea as needed. There was something about all this that reinforced Kalena’s deep sense of longing. She wanted to know exactly what to do. She wanted to be able to offer comfort and skill. The desire to be doing what the Healer was doing was so deep and so painful that for a moment Kalena felt her eyes burn with frustrated tears.

			And then the baby arrived and everyone, including Kalena, was much too busy to think of anything but the present.

			Downstairs in the tavern, Ridge lounged at a table, a tankard of ale in front of him, moodily considering his past, present and future.

			For some reason they all seemed tied to Kalena. The past because he was just beginning to realize how empty it had been without her. The present because he didn’t know how to deal with her now that he had her. And the future because he had a deep fear that he might not be able to hold on to her.

			At times, he felt he was making progress with her. But inevitably such moments disintegrated all too rapidly usually because of something he said or did. He gripped the tankard of red ale and wondered broodingly if he would ever receive the welcome he wanted from Kalena.

			He was a fool to wait for it, he decided after another swallow of ale. A man’s obligation was to insist on his marital rights. He had been crazy to think he should wait until Kalena came to him. At this rate he would wait forever.

			By the Stones, he didn’t have forever. No one did.

			Surging to his feet, Ridge threw a few grans down on the table and stalked out of the tavern. He had been taking the wrong approach with Kalena. If he let her establish the rules of this game he would find himself sleeping alone for the rest of the journey. He had to ensure the bonds between them. He couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

			Ridge was still telling himself that when he reached the top of the stairs and shoved open the chamber door. His mouth opened to tell Kalena that things were going to be different henceforth. The words were clear in his head and his body was taut with an assertive determination.

			But he blinked and floundered to a halt when he realized the room was empty. Bewildered, he glanced around and saw that Kalena’s travel pack was gone.

			For an instant he simply stood staring into the empty chamber, trying to adjust to the obvious fact that Kalena had left him.

			Somehow he hadn’t expected her to run from him. He was at a loss to comprehend the depths of his own stupidity. Of course she would run at the first opportunity. And tonight had provided that opportunity.

			A wave of fury washed over Ridge. “Damn you, Kalena. You can’t leave me.”

			But of course she could. All she had to do was slip out while he was downing ale in a tavern. She knew how to saddle a creet. What else did she need to know to make good her escape?

			He had been a fool to indulge her. He must have been out of his mind to be so gentle and restrained with her. What had he been thinking of when he had assumed she had accepted her fate as his wife?

			Whirling around, Ridge went back to the door. She couldn’t have gotten far. He would find her and bring her back, and this time he would make certain she understood her place. She was his wife, and by the Stones she would learn what that meant.

			A heavy, bewildering sense of frustration that bordered on pain rose inside him to counter the explosion of anger. Ridge stormed through the door and out into the corridor just as an anxious looking young man reached the top of the stairs and pounded on one of the chamber doors.

			“Betha?” the young man called, sounding frantic. “Betha? Are you all right?”

			Ridge ignored the other man’s obvious state of distress, his attention turned inward as he made for the stairs. He would have walked right past the other chamber without a single glance if the door hadn’t swung open in that moment to reveal his flame-haired wife.

			“I suppose you are the husband?” Kalena demanded of the young man in front of her.

			“Please,” the man said helplessly. “My wife. Is she all right?” A cry sounded from the chamber and he looked stunned. “The babe!”

			“Congratulations,” Kalena said disdainfully. “You have a fine son. Your wife and child are doing well, no thanks to you.”

			Ridge heard the chastisement in her voice and winced on behalf of the hapless young man. Kalena didn’t pause in her lecture.

			“What sort of husband are you to take your lady traveling when she was in this condition? She should have been safely at home with her village Healer who knows her and is familiar with her background. She should have had her women friends around her at such a time. Instead, poor Betha finds herself in some strange inn with only strangers to help her. And where is her husband? Downstairs drinking in the tavern while his son is brought into the world. I’ll wager you were willing enough to participate at the conception of your babe, weren’t you?”

			“Please, lady. I would go to my wife,” the man pleaded.

			“But you took little enough responsibility for the havoc you caused,” Kalena continued, undaunted. “It is a man’s duty to protect his wife. She is in his care and it is his business to look after her. Where were you when you should have been honoring your obligations to your wife?”

			Ridge let out a long sigh of relief and lounged against the wall, his arms crossed on his chest, to listen to the rest of Kalena’s speech. Never had he been so glad to hear a sharp-tongued female tearing into a defenseless male. He simply gave thanks that he wasn’t the man she was ripping apart. Safely out of range, he watched his wife with a mixture of amusement and admiration and overpowering relief.

			She hadn’t run from him after all.
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			I thought you’d left.” Ridge stood at the tiny window and stared down into the inn yard below.

			Kalena closed the door of the small chamber and leaned back against the wood. She had been surprised to see Ridge in the corridor outside Betha’s room. He hadn’t said a word as she had lectured the young father, but as soon as she had released the poor man to go to his wife, Ridge had stepped forward to take her arm. He asked her quietly if she was ready to go back to their chamber and she had nodded her agreement. His first words once inside the room startled her.

			“I don’t understand,” she said calmly.

			He didn’t turn around. Instead, he braced one arm against the windowsill and continued to stare out into the darkness. “You heard me. I came up here a short time ago and couldn’t find either you or your travel bag. I assumed you’d taken your leave.”

			Slowly, Kalena moved away from the door. “That wouldn’t be possible, Ridge.”

			He glanced back over his shoulder, searching her calm face. “Why wouldn’t it be possible? You could have taken a creet and ridden until you found some farmhouse where you could have paid for shelter for the rest of the night. You’re not frightened of the darkness and you don’t lack intelligence. It would have been easy enough for you to escape me.”

			Her mouth curved faintly. “I can’t escape you, Ridge. I’m bound by a trade marriage contract, remember? I signed the document.”

			“It’s nothing but a piece of paper.”

			Kalena began to grow indignant. “It’s a legal document. By signing it, I bound myself to the provisions of that contract. It would shred what’s left of my pride and honor to walk away from you before the journey is finished.”

			Something suspiciously akin to admiration gleamed in the depths of his eyes. “You speak as if you have very little left of your pride and honor. But I can vouch for the fact that you have more than enough of both for any one woman. More than enough for any one man, come to think of it.”

			“Is it so hard for you to understand that a woman’s sense of honor can be as great as a man’s?”

			“Before I met you, it would have been hard for me to believe such a thing,” he admitted softly. “But you have taught me differently. There have been times, my lady, when your notions of pride and honor have made life very difficult for me. But tonight I am grateful for them.”

			She realized he meant every word he was saying. Kalena’s brief flare of anger faded quickly. “You can be a thickheaded man, but you’re an honest one.” She smiled faintly. “Honesty is a good trait in a husband.”

			“I’m glad that on one point, at least, I’m proving satisfactory.”

			She blushed at the direct look in his eyes and turned away to busy herself retrieving her travel bag from the privacy chamber. “You were virtually tricked into this marriage by my aunt’s manipulations. You’ve had every right to be annoyed with me from time to time.”

			“Kalena.”

			She paused and looked back at him “ Yes Ridge?”

			“I am satisfied with the conditions of our marriage.”

			She had the feeling he wanted to say a great deal more but couldn’t find the words. Poor Ridge. He was far more adept with a sintar than he was with words. Quickly, she sought for some way to lighten the tense atmosphere.

			“Well, as to that, I’m reasonably satisfied myself,” she said easily.

			“Are you?”

			“Why shouldn’t I be? When I return from the Heights of Variance, I will have a sizable quantity of Sand to sell, won’t I? Freedom will be much more enjoyable if I have the financial resources to afford it.” The lightness left her voice as a sense of bitterness returned. “It’s true that under Olara’s original plans I was never meant to get the Sand, but the Spectrum has balanced itself differently than Olara expected. I have disgraced myself and my House, but I may find myself rewarded for failure in a way no one could have predicted.”

			Ridge’s gaze hardened abruptly. “Are you saying you’re staying with me not because of your honor, after all, but because of the chance at the Sand?”

			“What do you think, Ridge?” she asked coolly.

			“There are times, lady, when you have me so confused I don’t know what to think,” he muttered and turned to pull down the cover of the sleeping pallet with an angry gesture. “If you’ve finished playing Healer for the evening, let’s go to bed. We have a long ride ahead of us tomorrow.”

			“We always seem to have a long ride ahead of us.”

			“You didn’t expect to get your hands on the Sand easily, did you?” he shot back as he sat down to yank off his boots.

			“Does it anger you that I might be thinking in a practical fashion now about this journey, Ridge? You’re hardly one to complain. You’ve made it quite clear that your main goal on this trip is to return with access to enough Sand to found your House. Why should it bother you that I might also be looking forward to what the Sand can buy for me?”

			He wrenched off his shirt and tossed it aside. “The freedom you seek isn’t going to satisfy you, Kalena”

			“How do you know?”

			He slid under the pallet cover and folded his arms behind his head. He watched her as she turned out the firegel lamp and began to undress in the darkness with her back to him. “Because I’ve held you in my arms,” he said deliberately. “And I know you for the woman you are. You’re a creature of passion. You won’t be happy unless you accept that aspect of your nature. You will need a man to share your dreams.”

			“Men are always so sure of themselves when they make pronouncements about a woman’s needs,” she whispered. She pulled her sleeping shift over her head and crawled into the pallet beside him.

			“I said you will need a man, Kalena, and it’s true,” Ridge insisted stubbornly.

			“If that’s so, then I will just have to find myself one, won’t I?” she countered lightly.

			“You’ve already found yourself one. Me.” He turned his back to her with an abrupt movement. “One of these days you’ll admit it.

			Kalena could think of nothing sufficient to say in response. She lay on her side of the pallet, vividly conscious of the heat of his body, and wondered at the complexity of the luck of the Spectrum. Kalena lay in the dark for a long time and was certain Ridge was asleep when he startled her by saying half humorously, “I’m glad it wasn’t me you were yelling at out there in the corridor. You have a formidable tongue, woman.”

			“Sometimes a sharp tongue is a woman’s only weapon.”

			“Ha. Your end of the Spectrum has armed you well. Ask any man. To tell you the truth, though, I found your lecture somewhat amusing. After all those arguments we had about the role of the male as protector of the female, you had a lot of nerve to use my side of things against that young man.”

			“He deserved to be scolded,” Kalena declared firmly. “Right or wrong, he took the vows to protect and care for his wife when he married her. He should have honored those vows. He had no business being downstairs drinking the night away while his wife went into labor alone.”

			“He’s just a kid.”

			“He’s old enough to father a child, isn’t he?” Kalena muttered.

			Ridge mumbled something to himself, in response, then said to Kalena, “Just the same, I’m glad he was your target tonight instead of me.”

			“It would never have been you. Not under such circumstances as existed tonight,” Kalena said simply.

			Ridge was silent for a moment, then asked, “Why do you say that?”

			“There would have been no need to remind you of your responsibility and commitment to your wife. You would never forget such matters. You would have made certain she was safe and protected when her time came.”

			“Thank you for your faith in me, wife. And now I’ll tell you something I have decided about you.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I don’t think you’re honoring your marriage contract just because you’ve decided to get your hands on some Sand. It isn’t greed that keeps you by my side.” He sounded absolutely sure of himself.

			Kalena wasn’t sure just what he meant, but she didn’t dare ask.

			 

			Kalena greeted the sight of the little town of Hot And Cold with more enthusiasm than she had felt for any of the other villages where they had chosen to stop. They were at the end of eight days of hard riding. The inns along the way had ranged from primitive to minimal, and the villages had run the gamut from small to very small.

			But Hot And Cold promised an intriguing change of pace. Kalena urged her mount closer to Ridge’s creet as he drew to a halt at the top of a hill and looked down at the tiny village.

			“Is it true they have natural hot springs here?” Kalena demanded.

			Ridge glanced at her. “It’s true. The caravans always try to stop here. The pools are much appreciated after two eightdays on the trail.”

			“Two eightdays? But we’ve only been on the trail for one,” Kalena said in surprise.

			“We’ve been moving a great deal faster than a normal trade caravan with all its baggage and pack creets. The caravans make other trade stops along the way, too. It generally takes at least three eightday periods to reach the mountains that guard the valley of the High Healers. If all goes well, we’ll start into the mountains tomorrow. We should arrive at the valley soon after that.”

			“If we can get into the valley” Kalena reminded him.

			“We’ll get in. That’s what I’m here to do.”

			Such confidence was undoubtedly based on a lifetime of success in similar situations, Kalena thought with a sigh. She examined the tiny village below, which sat in a wooded valley nestled in the mountain’s foothills. This was strange country. There was little gradual incline as the plains gave way to valleys and the valleys gave way to mountains. Everything seemed to happen abruptly. The plains simply stopped. After only a short range of low valleys and hills, the mountains took over.

			“Are you disappointed that you haven’t yet encountered an explanation for the failure of the other caravans?” Kalena asked. She knew Ridge had had little luck in his conversations in the inn taverns.

			“No, I’m relieved,” Ridge assured her dryly. “I’m paid to handle Quintel’s problems, but that doesn’t mean I don’t prefer the quiet trips.”

			“This hasn’t exactly been a quiet trip. What about those two men who attacked us back in Adverse?” Kalena mused slowly “You don’t think they had any connection with the problems that have plagued the route?”

			“If they did, the trouble has been easily resolved, hasn’t it?” He tugged lightly on the reins of his mount and started down the hill into the valley

			Kalena thought of the two dead men and their black glass pendants and she shivered. She hoped Ridge was right in thinking there was nothing more to worry about from that direction. She urged her creet after him.

			“I have heard of natural hot water pools such as the ones you say are in this village,” she remarked. “Olara told me they can be very useful for certain types of healing. She has sent more than one old person from our village to a town that had hot pools. Once she sent a small child who was crippled from a fall.”

			“All traders love the way the pools feel after a long day’s ride. They’re much better than a normal bath. Apparently, there’s something in the water that’s unique.”

			“It’s hardly surprising, is it?” Kalena noted. “We’re very close to the Heights of Variance. It’s possible hot waters that feed the pools have their origin somewhere in the mountains. It’s said that the Light Key is sealed somewhere in the Heights of Variance and that its influence pervades the mountains. That’s why the High Healers live and work there. The presence of the Key supposedly lends power to their medicines.”

			“I thought you didn’t believe in myths,” Ridge mocked.

			“Well, I don’t, but one wonders sometimes. After all, no one else has been successful in creating a version of the Sands. And we all owe much to the medical knowledge that has come to us from the High Healers. It’s obvious they have some extraordinary abilities.”

			“The High Healers are very clever, very wealthy women who have been smart enough to build a powerful reputation based on one very marketable product, namely the Sands of Eurythmic.” Ridge’s voice was mildly scornful. “They shroud themselves in mystery primarily to keep everyone in awe of them. There is no good reason why they should not be willing to deal directly with men. Their insistence on trading only with married women has been a nuisance from the start. Quintel has had his hands full over the years working around their various demands and restrictions.”

			Kalena grinned at Ridge’s display of typical male irritation. “Working around those demands and restrictions has brought a great deal of wealth and power to the House of the Gliding Fallon. You yourself are planning to make a sizable profit off this venture. Just think, Ridge. If you do return to Crosspurposes to found your House, you will owe it all to a bunch of uppity, unpredictable, difficult females.”

			“You have a way of viewing things from a strangely skewed perspective, Kalena.” She saw the reluctant amusement in his golden eyes when he glanced back over his shoulder.

			“A woman’s perspective,” she confirmed with some satisfaction.

			More and more she found herself enjoying these moments when he gave in to his sense of humor and shared some small joke with her. Kalena knew she often deliberately provoked him just to see if she could tap into that indulgent side of his nature. The risk in such provocation, of course, lay in never being certain she wouldn’t hit a vein of temper instead of good humor. But every time they were able to share this closeness, she knew the risk was worth taking. When she won an outright laugh from him, Kalena felt as though she had uncovered a cache of buried treasure.

			There were times, Kalena knew, when she walked on thin crystal. Ridge’s legendary temper was never far from the surface, and she had been scalded more than once by a burst of it. On such occasions she immediately ceased her provoking ways and set about placating him. It wasn’t difficult. She was learning rapidly that dealing with Ridge’s fiery nature was a relatively simple matter. Arrisa and the others would have been startled to hear her say so, but Kalena was beginning to feel she had a distinct and unique talent for it. It was an odd sort of talent, and probably wouldn’t be of much use in the long-term, but while she was around Ridge, it came in awfully handy.

			On one point, Kalena was very careful not to provoke Ridge. That was the subject of his own honor. At times, Ridge would grow quiet for long periods on the trail and she would wonder if he was thinking of how close she had once brought him to dishonor. He had absolutely no sense of humor about that, and she could hardly blame him. She realized now that that was how Ridge viewed the entire beginning of their relationship: As a near disaster for his honor. It wasn’t just Quintel’s life that had been at stake, but Ridge’s keen sense of personal honor.

			He took his role as Kalena’s husband seriously; if it had been discovered that his wife was Quintel’s assassin, his honor would have been savaged. Ridge owed his loyalty first and foremost to the austere man who had been his employer and his benefactor. As far as Ridge was concerned, his wife owed her loyalty to her husband. One way or another, Ridge’s fierce sense of pride made him feel totally responsible for the actions of his wife.

			He would make a good lord for a Great House, Kalena decided grimly. Ridge had the convoluted, overly fierce notion of responsibility necessary for the job. Any woman who committed herself to be his wife on a permanent basis would find herself trying to manage a very difficult husband. Managing him for only eight days on the trail had been hard enough.

			Kalena wasn’t absolutely certain she had done well by her own honor since Adverse. She had reluctantly come to that conclusion that her duty was clear. She couldn’t deny that by the terms of the contract she had signed she owed Ridge the respect and loyalty of a wife. The fact that she had never intended to carry out that contract was a side issue, one that was no longer important. Ridge had a right to share her pallet. But she had come to that decision only to discover that Ridge no longer seemed interested in doing so. Even last night, when she had tried to explain that she felt obliged to honor the terms of the marriage contract, he had made no move to touch her.

			The way he had ignored her presence in the sleeping pallet since Adverse confused and alarmed her. She had kept her uncertainty to herself, of course. Honor might demand that she accept her husband’s claim on her, but it did not demand that she throw herself at him. Ridge was not yet getting his morning yant tea served to him in his pallet.

			When all was said and done, Kalena knew only that her emotional reaction to Ridge wasn’t clear, even to herself. Almost against her will she found herself respecting his authority, his ability, and even, in some ways, his outsized sense of pride. He was a tough, honest, capable, honorable man. The core of self-confidence and determination about him commanded respect.

			But a very feminine part of her was extremely wary of Ridge, and not only because of what had happened the night of her wedding. He was a Houseless bastard, a paid employee of a Great House. Furthermore, he had a temper that surely originated at the Dark end of the Spectrum. Kalena knew she would never forget the sight of the sintar glowing in his hand. Nevertheless, she couldn’t escape the fact that he was her husband. For the duration of this journey, this bastard son of a Great House had full authority over her. She wondered why he hadn’t used that authority since Adverse.

			They found the village inn at the north end of the dusty street that ran the length of Hot And Cold. Kalena dismounted with her usual sense of relief and examined the sign over the inn door. The design was a crude rendition of a mountain cave with what appeared to be a steaming pool. Her spirits picked up quickly.

			“I want to try the hot pools, Ridge,” she said. She had made it a point to ask very few favors from him during the past eightday, but Kalena had no intention of missing out on something as interesting as an underground hot spring.

			Ridge frowned slightly as he started into the inn. “Perhaps. It’s a little late.”

			Kalena’s mouth firmed, but she said nothing. As far as she was concerned, there was no “perhaps” about it. She was very curious about the natural hot waters and this difficult husband of hers was not going to stop her from exploring them. She followed him into the small lobby.

			The fire blazing in the huge stone hearth warmed the rustic room adjoining the tavern where several locals were lounging. They eyed the newcomers through the open doors between the two rooms. A woman, probably the innkeeper’s wife, came to the front desk and Kalena greeted her with a smile. The woman hesitated and then smiled back.

			My wife and I need a room for the night and stable space for two creets,” Ridge said.

			The woman behind the desk nodded briskly. “We can accommodate you.” She glanced suspiciously at Kalena, who sighed and causally loosened the opening of her traveling cloak so that the innkeeper’s wife could see the lock and key around her throat. They proved her respectability.

			“Very good,” the woman said, handing Ridge a key. “Perhaps your wife would like to sample the waters? There is a section of pools set aside for women. The villagers use them frequently in the evenings.” She glanced at Kalena. “It’s all quite respectable,” she assured her. “Many Healers have sent people here, and occasionally even a High Healer will come out of the mountains to take the waters.”

			“I would love to try the waters,” Kalena said before Ridge could think of a reason to forbid it. “Where do I go to find them?”

			“The women’s pools are located in the southern caverns, just north of the inn. It’s only a short walk. There will be others there this evening and the route is well lighted.”

			“Thank you,” Kalena said before turning to smile challengingly at Ridge. “I shall go after the evening meal, while you’re in the tavern.”

			Ridge arched one brow. “You will?”

			“Yes,” Kalena declared, starting past him to fetch her bag. “I will.” Sometimes, she was discovering, you had to be quite firm with a husband.

			 

			Two hours later, Kalena was submerged to her neck in a rocky pool of deliciously hot water, lazily contemplating the various and assorted techniques required for managing males.

			The room in which she was relaxing was a huge cavern lit by numerous firegel lamps. The cavern arched high over the many hot pools, its ceiling studded with oddly shaped mineral formations that threw strange shadows. Several uninviting dark tunnels opened up on the main pool room, but only one of these was lit.

			That was the tunnel that led back to the hillside entrance of the extensive cave system.

			The setting would have been unnervingly eerie if the cavern hadn’t been so populated with local women who were obviously enjoying their evening relaxation. The bubbling pools were clearly an entrenched female social institution in the community.

			Three other women were sharing Kalena’s hot spring. They lounged naked on the natural seats formed by the craggy interior of the pool, eyeing Kalena with shy curiosity. Elsewhere in the huge cave other pools contained similar little groups. The women had been polite to Kalena, but only as they relaxed around her did they grow increasingly chatty.

			“My name is Tana. I’ve heard you and your husband are on your way into the mountains,” the woman across from Kalena said politely. She was a plump blonde about Kalena’s age. Like all the other women in the cavern, she wore a lock and key around her throat. It was all any of them wore as they sat nude in the bubbling water.

			Kalena nodded pleasantly, glad of the opportunity to socialize again with her own sex. “My husband wishes to trade with the High Healers.”

			The blonde tilted her head. “But you’re not with a trading caravan.”

			“No.”

			“Lately, all of the caravans have been turned back by the veil of white mists,” a second woman volunteered. “No one has gotten through the pass.”

			Kalena shrugged. “My husband is a very stubborn man. It will take a great deal to turn him back.”

			The other women nodded their understanding of stubborn males. “Perhaps the two of you will be able to get through. Who knows? The High Healers can be very unpredictable,” said one.

			“Have there been times in the past when so many trading caravans have been turned back?” Kalena asked.

			“Not in the years I have lived in Hot And Cold,” Tana said thoughtfully. “My husband says something is very wrong up in the mountains. The Healers have been unpredictable and have occasionally done strange things in the past, but they have never cut off all communication for such a long period of time. Everyone knows the mountains have always been a little strange. It makes sense that the people who live in them are rather odd, also.”

			“I’ve heard the waters in these pools come from the heart of the Heights,” Kalena ventured. She glanced down into the depths of the pool in which she was sitting. The water was so clear that she could see to the bottom of the hot pool, which was a little deeper than she was tall.

			“So it’s said,” Tana agreed. “There’s no doubt that people find the waters refreshing. Some claim they have certain healing properties.”

			Another woman said knowingly, “It’s because of the Light Key. My grandmother once told me it’s buried somewhere in the mountains.”

			“Do you really believe that?” Kalena asked.

			“Who knows? Anything is possible,” the woman said. “My grandmother had a touch of the healing Talent, although it wasn’t enough to enable her to take the training. She was usually right about such matters.”

			Tana grinned. “Your grandmother should have been a story spinner. Her true talent was in the telling of tales.” She turned to Kalena. “I saw the tunic you wore here tonight. Is that the style they’re wearing in Crosspurposes?”

			Kalena nodded. “The shorter length is very comfortable.”

			Tana sighed. “My husband would probably throw me out of the house if I shortened my tunics.”

			The other women laughed and turned to Kalena with more questions about the latest styles in Crosspurposes. The conversation became increasingly animated for a time. The hot pools were filled with women exchanging gossip, recipes and advice. Gradually, however, the noise level in the huge cave began to diminish as one by one the bathers dressed and made their way home for the night.

			Kalena closed her eyes for a while, luxuriating in the wonderful water as she listened to the voices of her companions gradually fade into the distance. She knew the bathers were leaving the waters, knew they were toweling dry, dressing and disappearing down the lit tunnel that led outside. But somehow it seemed too much of an effort to open her eyes and climb out of the water herself.

			In a little while, Kalena thought. She’d go back to the inn shortly. There was no rush. After all, Ridge would still be in the tavern, hoisting his tankard along with the rest of the local males. And never had bathing felt so good. All the aches and pains of the past eight days of riding were soaking away, leaving behind a lovely, languid, totally relaxed sensation.

			It was a long time later before Kalena realized just how silent the cave had become. With an effort she finally opened her eyes and discovered she was the last bather. All the other women had left. Kalena sat up abruptly in the water, glancing around with a new sense of uncertainty. Sharing the lit caverns with a group of cheerful, friendly women was one thing; finding herself alone in the underground cavern was another matter entirely. The water seemed much less inviting now.

			Kalena’s sense of relaxation evaporated. She turned to climb out of the pool, reaching for the huge towel she had brought with her from the inn. Her clothes were folded on a bench near the edge of the pool and she slipped into them quickly after she had dried herself. A sense of urgency was beginning to awaken in her.

			When she had entered the huge cavern earlier, Kalena had found the array of bubbling pools an interesting natural phenomenon. Now, shrouded in silence and lamplight, the pools seemed strange and vaguely alien, the creations of a story spinner. The stream that rose from the surface of the hottest of the springs seemed to have thickened, clouding the air. The steam also seemed to be causing the firegel lamps to look dimmer, Kalena thought as she hurriedly slipped into her soft boots.

			Her imagination was getting the best of her, Kalena decided irritably. Still, as soon as she was dressed, she scooped up her towel and started toward the passage that led out of the cavern. En route she passed two other darkened tunnels and discovered that they seemed more sinister than they had earlier. She stayed well clear of the shadowed entrances of the unused tunnels and moved swiftly toward the main one. She wished she had left when the other women had gone back to their homes.

			The lamplight definitely seemed to have faded, especially the light in the main passageway. Kalena paused at the entrance and gazed warily down the wide, curving tunnel that had seemed so brightly lit when she had used it to enter the cavern. The lamps farthest away from her were almost completely dark. Kalena shivered involuntarily and thought about what it would be like to get halfway into the tunnel and find herself in total darkness. Smaller passages led off the large one, and if she couldn’t see she might accidentally turn into one of them. If she did that she would be in great danger of getting lost in the endless corridors that branched off of the main cave.

			Kalena took a deep breath and started determinedly into the tunnel. But she had taken no more than a few steps when another distant row of lamps flickered and died. Instinctively, Kalena stopped. The darkness that filled the far end of the tunnel seemed unnaturally thick.

			She had to go forward, Kalena told herself. She had no choice. It was obvious, however, that she would have to provide her own light. She backed out of the tunnel and went over to one of the firegel lamps that circled the inside of the pool room. Lifting it down from its hook, she held it out and started once more down the main passageway. Very few of the lamps strung along the tunnel were still alight.

			Kalena was several feet into the tunnel when the lamp she was carrying began to falter. At first she thought she had only imagined the gradual dimming of the glowing firegel, but three or four steps later she knew for certain she was going to lose her light. The tunnel ahead lay in utter blackness now. There was no way she could take the risk of continuing without a lamp. Even as that thought crossed her mind, Kalena’s firegel lamp faded and winked out. The thick darkness reached out to engulf her.

			Fear swept through her. She dropped the lamp, whirled, and ran back toward the lights of the pool room. But the tunnel darkness seemed to be pursuing her. The last of the lamps that had lit the exit tunnel died just as she reached the pool room.

			Kalena swung around, one hand raised instinctively as if she could ward off the blackness that roiled in the tunnel. She stared in horror at the ominous darkness that was encroaching into the pool cavern. All the passageways were filled with thick shadows. It was as if a black mist was making its way through all the corridors, seeking to fill the main chamber. A lamp or two on the cavern wall faded. The shadows crept farther into the room.

			Kalena grabbed another lamp off the stony wall and forced herself to start toward the tunnel. She must not become disoriented and forget which tunnel was the exit. She thought she might be able to use the lamps along the walls of the tunnel to guide herself out, even though they were now dark. Only the exit tunnel had been strung with lamps, and the lampholders had been hung at about shoulder height. If she crept through the darkness finding one lamp after another by touch, she should be reasonably protected from taking a wrong turn somewhere in the tunnel.

			She would not take more than three paces unless her groping fingers could find the reassuring presence of a firegel holder, Kalena decided as she advanced once again toward the tunnel opening.

			It took a tremendous amount of willpower to walk forward into the thick darkness. Already the lamp she held was fading. It wouldn’t last more than another few steps. Only the knowledge that she couldn’t stay behind to be trapped in the pool cavern as all light gradually faded kept Kalena going. Her lamp grew dimmer as she edged toward the tunnel wall and put her hand on the first of the darkened lamps. Her fingers had barely touched the metal holder when the lamp she was holding in front of her glowed briefly and died. Darkness flowed over her.

			Kalena screamed. She knew now that her imagination had not been playing tricks on her. This was no natural darkness. It was a tangible thing that writhed around her, seeking to trap her in its coils. She could not go any farther into the tunnel. She was not facing mere shadow but a total absence of light. Kalena knew beyond any doubt that this was a sample of the darkness that filled the void at the farthest, darkest end of the Spectrum. There was no promise of dawn beyond these palpable depths. If she stepped into them she would be swallowed up forever.

			Tendrils of the thick darkness coiled around her. She could feel an absolute cold touching her arm and she jerked back in an attempt to avoid it. The darkened lamp she had been holding fell to the rocky floor, the clanging sound jarring her senses.

			The pools! She had to get back to the pools. The bubbling waters in the main cave were said to be under the influence of the Light Key. They were her only hope against this darkness.

			Whirling, Kalena stumbled back toward the pool cavern. She could barely make out the light that still ringed the bubbling waters, but any light, no matter how dim, was a fierce beacon compared to the endless, swirling blackness that threatened her in the tunnel. Quickly, she groped her way toward the faint glow.

			Kalena felt another tendril of fathomless cold touching her leg just as she reached the main cavern. It pulled at her as if it would stop her from reaching the relative safety of the pools. She tripped and sprawled painfully on the hard stone floor of the main cave. Terrified of being yanked back into the darkness by the writhing tendril, she rolled frantically onto her stomach, lurched to her feet and reached the edge of the nearest pool. When she looked back, she saw no sign of any curling tendril of chilled darkness, but the shadows seemed to have crept farther into the main room. Two more lamps along the walls went out.

			Kalena edged closer to the water in the pool behind her. Shaking, she knelt and dipped her hand into the hot liquid. As soon as her fingers touched the water she knew she was right. These pools were her only protection from the cold darkness that was radiating toward her down the tunnels. She didn’t understand how she could be so certain, but she wasn’t about to ask questions.

			She got to her feet, took yet another lamp from the wall, and threaded her way between the assortment of small and large pools until she was at the central and largest of the springs. She could only hope that the smaller pools circling it would act as a barrier against the darkness that approached. Her last resort would be to get into the deepest pool and immerse herself in the protection of the water. She didn’t want to think about what she would do if even that failed, but a part of her knew she would choose to drown in this clean, warm water before she would surrender to the cold blackness.

			Kalena crouched beside her chosen pool, her hand on the lamp, and battled the fear that threatened to swamp her. One by one, the remaining firegel lamps flickered and died. Within moments she could see no farther than the short distance illuminated by the lamp she held. Absolute silence filled the cavern along with the absolute darkness. Only the tiny ring of light around Kalena remained. She waited.

			She had no idea how long the wait lasted. Time ceased to have any meaning within the circle of the black mists. But during the endless wait, the impact of fear began to fade. Perhaps maintaining a constant state of anxiety for a long period of time was physically impossible, Kalena decided wretchedly. She only knew that anger and another emotion were driving out the burst of terror that had threatened to overtake her consciousness. She couldn’t name the second emotion, but it was a strengthening feeling. Kalena clung to it.

			Half expecting the lamp under her hand to die as had all the others, Kalena was mildly astonished that it continued to burn steadily in the face of the overwhelming darkness. The large pool bubbled strongly behind her as Kalena crouched with her back to it. She didn’t understand what was happening, but she knew she had been right to seek the shelter of the central spring.

			More time passed and Kalena waited. Crouching beside the lamp, she huddled in on herself and endured.

			Eons seemed to have passed when she first became aware of a faint lightening in the oppressive darkness surrounding her. At first Kalena refused to believe anything had changed. She would not allow hope to spin false fantasies in her numbed mind. And then she saw the faint flare of light in the depths of the enveloping darkness. Slowly, she got to her feet, holding tightly to the lamp.

			“Kalena!”

			Ridge’s voice, distant but urgent, sounded from the depths of the exit tunnel. Kalena was so stricken with relief that he called out twice more before she was able to respond.

			“Ridge, I’m here in the main room! Be careful, the place is filled with pools.”

			In another few moments, he emerged from the tunnel. “In the names of the Stones, woman, what have you been doing in here?” The firegel lamp he carried glowed at full power, just as though the darkness through which he had come was a perfectly normal sort of darkness. The lamplight illuminated his features in a golden glare that seemed to emphasize all the harsh planes and angles of his face.

			The truth was that even as he emerged from the darkness, Ridge appeared to be at home in it. He carried the lamp casually, as if he had no fear of it going out. Walking out of the tunnel, he spotted Kalena standing beside her pool, the lamp burning at her feet. He came to a halt.

			Kalena stared at him for a moment. He appeared fierce and grim and dangerous. To her desperate gaze, he also looked absolutely wonderful. She ran toward him, skirting the frothing pools, aware that the darkness no longer seemed so thick or fearsome.

			“Ridge,” she breathed as she threw herself into his arms, “I knew you would come for me. I knew it.”

			Now she realized it had been Ridge she had waited for in the endless darkness. Without even forming the thought consciously, she had known he would save her from the endless night.

			 

			 

		 
 Ten

			 

			 

			Ridge had suffered a gamut of emotions in the short time since he had discovered Kalena had not returned from the underground spa. A few of them, the ones that bordered on panic, were completely new to him.

			For the second night in a row, he found himself wondering if she had simply fled. But even as the thought entered his mind, he didn’t believe it. He knew Kalena too well now. If she decided to leave, she would announce her intentions in a loud, clear voice—a very loud, clear voice. She would not sneak off in the middle of the night. That certainty gave way to a strong dose of annoyance over the fact that she hadn’t displayed more common sense. She had stayed out much too late. This was a strange village and she had no business loitering with strangers until all hours.

			Women. Put a bunch of them together and they lost all sense of time and propriety.

			But after the annoyance, Ridge suddenly found himself suffering from a nagging sense of uncertainty. It had evolved quickly into genuine urgency which, in turn, soon bordered on the savage edge of fear. No one knew where Kalena was, He had forced the innkeeper’s wife to summon some of her friends. They remembered Kalena having been in the pool cave, but only when Ridge talked to a rounded little blonde named Tana did he realize that Kalena might have gotten lost in the huge caverns.

			“She was still there when I left,” Tana admitted. She was nervous in the presence of this stranger whose temper was clearly on a very short leash. “I think she might have been the last to leave.”

			“If she left at all,” Ridge had snapped, glaring at Tana’s wary-eyed husband as he sought someone to blame for the situation.

			“She couldn’t have gotten lost,” Tana assured him quickly “The cave is well lighted and so is the exit passage. Perhaps she’s fallen asleep in the warm waters or lost track of time.”

			“I’ll get you a lamp if you want to take a look for yourself,” Tana’s husband had volunteered, anxious to placate the grim-faced stranger.

			A few minutes later, Ridge had been on his way alone to the cavern entrance. As soon as he stepped inside he had realized that the lamps meant to light the passage weren’t functioning. Not one of them. The thought of Kalena trapped somewhere in the vast darkness had sent another jolt of fear through Ridge.

			Following the string of non-glowing firegel lamps to the main pool cavern had been easy. Using his own lamp as a guide, he made his way quickly through the passage. As soon as he rounded the last bend in the tunnel, he had seen the faint flare of Kalena’s lamp. The sight of her crouched in the small pool of light had enraged him anew. He wanted to lash out at someone or something for having left his woman in such a frightening situation. He knew his own sense of guilt was riding him hard. He should never have allowed her to go to the cavern alone.

			When Kalena answered his call and raced toward him, Ridge had trouble finding words for a few minutes. He set his lamp down at his feet and crushed her to him.

			“Do you have any idea what I’ve been through for the past hour?” he muttered into her hair.

			“It couldn’t have been anything compared to what I’ve been through. Ridge, it was the most horrifying experience. The lamps kept going out and all the while this cold, endless darkness was snaking down the tunnels into the pool room. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.”

			“It’s all right,” he said thickly, stroking her back in an effort to reassure himself as much as her. “It’s all right. It’s all over now Let’s get out of here.”

			“Yes,” she agreed wholeheartedly. “Let’s do that, by all means.” Her eyes widened as she pulled back to look at him. “But I wonder why your lamp is still functioning. None of the ones in the tunnel worked, and when I tried taking one from this room into the tunnel, it went out, too.”

			Ridge glanced around the darkened cavern as he reached down to retrieve his lamp. “I don’t understand either. There must have been something faulty in the last batch of firegel put into the lamps. But this one works fine. Let’s get moving.”

			“I think it was more than a bad firegel mixture,” Kalena murmured as she took the hand he extended and moved quickly beside him out of the cavern. “The shadows weren’t normal. I could feel it, Ridge. When I looked into this tunnel earlier it was like looking into the farthest, darkest end of the Spectrum.”

			“You’ve had a terrifying experience,” he said gently “Being trapped in this place would loose anyone’s imagination. But it’s all right now.”

			She fell silent beside him, and Ridge knew she didn’t appreciate being told that she had been a victim of her own imagination as well as the very real darkness that had surrounded her. The truth was, he didn’t believe it himself. But none of the other possibilities offered much comfort. He thought it would be easier on both of them if he could convince her that the coincidence of all the lamps fading simultaneously had probably been a natural accident.

			Ridge was relieved when Kalena didn’t argue. Her fingers gripped his with an intensity that made him feel keenly protective. The thought of Kalena actually seeking his protection was deeply satisfying. It was the way things were supposed to be. He kept a tight hold on her hand as they made their way out of the tunnel.

			Anger simmered in him at the thought of what she had been through. He would make damn certain the Village Council was aware that Trade Baron Quintel would learn of tonight’s incident. Ridge’s chief regret at the moment was that there wasn’t any one person he could blame for what had happened. He would have enjoyed taking someone apart for this night’s work. Soon, he promised himself, before this journey was finished, he would learn the truth of what had happened. And then he would take his revenge.

			Kalena didn’t release her grip on his hand until they were inside the inn. The innkeeper and his wife inquired anxiously about what had happened, and Ridge responded with a controlled ferocity that cowed everyone within hearing distance.

			“My wife,” he began in a voice that was far too soft, “is all right, no thanks to whoever is in charge of maintaining those cavern lights. In the morning I want to know just who is responsible for those lamps.”

			“Ridge…” Kalena tugged at his hand, trying to urge him toward the stairway.

			Ignoring her, Ridge took a step toward the innkeeper, who backed hastily out of reach. “Furthermore, I want to talk to someone on the Village Council. Someone who cares about maintaining the trade route contract with Trade Baron Quintel. Lord Quintel is not going to like hearing about what happened tonight.”

			Kalena tugged again on his hand. “Please, Ridge. Don’t yell at them. They had nothing to do with what happened. It was no one’s fault. I don’t want to hear any more about it. Let’s go upstairs.”

			He hesitated, torn between his desire to please Kalena and an equally strong wish to make someone pay for what had happened to her. In the end Ridge found himself surrendering to the pleading look in his wife’s eyes. Reluctantly, he allowed himself to be led toward the staircase. The sigh of relief from the innkeeper and the other villagers was audible.

			With one booted foot on the bottom step, Ridge paused to glance back at the innkeeper, reluctant to let his only available prey escape completely unscathed. Pinning the hapless man with his gaze, Ridge said again, “Remember. I want to talk to someone in charge tomorrow morning.”

			“Yes, Trade Master. I will contact a member of the council,” the innkeeper assured him, grateful not to have to bear the brunt of Ridge’s attack.

			Kalena was still pulling on his arm, Ridge realized. He finally gave in to the gentle tug. When they reached the landing, Kalena turned down the hall to their room. She stood waiting silently while Ridge thrust the key into the lock.

			As soon as he had the door open Kalena slipped past him, moving across the room to sink wearily onto the stool beside the hearth. She sat looking forlorn and withdrawn, her hands resting in her lap as she stared blankly at the wall on the other side of the room. Ridge started to close the door.

			Kalena’s head came up quickly. “The light,” she whispered as the glow from the hallway started to fade behind the closing door, leaving the sleeping chamber in shadow.

			He realized what she was trying to say. “I’ll turn on the lamps.” He did so before he closed the door and then he knelt to start a fire on the stone hearth. It was going to be cold this evening.

			He took his time with the fire, aware of Kalena’s too-silent figure huddled on the stool. It occurred to Ridge that he didn’t know what to do next. He had gotten her out of the cave and she was safe. There was nothing more he could do to solve the mystery tonight. He was good at dealing with a crisis that demanded action, but he had very little experience offering comfort to a woman who had suffered what must have been a terrifying experience.

			Kneeling on the hearth as the blaze caught and flared, Ridge covertly studied Kalena’s withdrawn expression. She was very quiet. Perhaps she was in shock. He knew some of the Healers’ tricks for dealing with physical shock, but he knew nothing about soothing a woman after an emotional trauma.

			The nagging sense of masculine helplessness began to irritate Ridge. He sought to counter it the only way he knew; he got angry again. He had a general rule on the trail: When someone screwed up, you made damn sure he or she didn’t do it twice.

			Getting to his feet, he ran a blunt-fingered hand through his dark hair and frowned at Kalena. “You should never have gone to the pools tonight. I should never have let you talk me into it. The local people know their way around in that damn cave, but outsiders don’t. You could have panicked and run down any one of those side caverns that feed into the main pool chamber. I would never have found you. This is what comes of indulging females. Every time I give you your head, you get into trouble. As your husband it’s my responsibility to keep you out of mischief, so from now on I’m going to keep a tight rein on you.”

			Her brooding eyes swung to his. “Responsibility, duty, obligation. Is that the only way you know how to define a relationship, even a marriage?”

			“Those are the fundamental elements of any relationship, especially a marriage,” he shot back, gratified to have finally gotten some response from her. Any reaction was better than the silence that had gripped her while he was preparing the fire.

			“I have lived most of my life with an embittered woman who felt obliged to instruct me in my duties and House responsibilities. As soon as I’m free of her, I turn around and find myself married to a man who devotes himself to the same kind of lectures. One of these days I shall be free of both you and Olara. When that day arrives, I’m never going to look back.”

			Ridge’s back teeth clenched with sudden tension. “Perhaps if you didn’t spend so much time dreaming of freedom, you wouldn’t get yourself into trouble so frequently. And don’t compare my lectures on duty and responsibility to those of that crazy aunt who raised you. She brought you up with the sole purpose of using you.”

			Kalena smiled thinly. “Didn’t you marry me with the sole purpose of using me?”

			Ridge felt the fragile hold on his temper slackening. “Our marriage was equally undertaken as a business arrangement.”

			“It was never that.”

			“No, because you signed the contract merely as a way of getting yourself into Quintel’s house. Talk about using someone. You fully intended to use me, didn’t you? You were more than willing to drag my honor and reputation through the mud while you got yourself arrested for murder.”

			“I think we’ve already had this discussion. Let’s skip it and go to bed. I’m very tired, Ridge.” She got to her feet and picked up her travel bag.

			Frustrated at finding the argument terminated before he could release his pent-up anger, Ridge watched her disappear into the small privacy chamber off the main room. When she closed the door he swore softly and went to check the locks on the shutters.

			He had handled her all wrong. He knew that now. Back in the cavern she had been overjoyed to see him. She had clung to his hand so trustingly…For a while she had turned to him the way a wife was supposed to turn to her husband when she needed his strength and protection. But he had managed to sever the delicate bond with the sharp edge of his temper. He had never meant to start yelling at her, Ridge told himself bleakly. He had wanted no, needed—to yell at someone for what had happened this evening, and she had deprived him of any other likely target.

			If he were honest with himself, he would admit that he should be blaming no one but himself. He should never have allowed her to go off alone to the cavern pools.

			Ridge sat down on the edge of the pallet and yanked off his boots as he listened for small sounds of movement from the little chamber. She was too quiet in there, he decided. Probably brooding. He finished undressing and dimmed the lamps until only the glow from the fireplace lit the room. Still he heard no sound from the small room. He slid under the covers, his arms crooked behind his head and stared up at the shadowed ceiling. He had definitely handled her badly this evening. The trouble was, he didn’t know how to go about rectifying the situation.

			A long time later, the door to the small privacy chamber finally opened with a faint creak and Kalena stepped back into the main room. She was wearing her demure, high-collared sleeping shift, and as she made her way over to the pallet, Ridge decided she looked very lost and alone. She managed to crawl into the pallet beside him without touching him.

			She had perfected the technique, Ridge told himself grimly. Kalena rarely touched him of her own initiative. He could pull her into his arms and coax a passionate response from her, but never had she initiated the passion.

			He lay for a long while thinking of the few times Kalena had touched him spontaneously. There had been the time when he had fetched her and her so-called friends from the arms of the Crosspurposes Town Patrol. And then tonight when she had run to him in the dark cavern. In both instances she had been grateful to him. Neither case constituted what might be called a passionate plea from a woman who longed for her lover’s touch. Ridge wondered what it would be like to just once have Kalena beg him to hold her.

			“You don’t believe me, do you, Ridge?”

			Her question took him by surprise. “Believe you about what?”

			“About that dark mist that filled the cavern tonight.”

			“I think you had a good reason to be terrified, Kalena. Anyone would have been panicked at the thought of being trapped in an underground cavern.”

			“Do you really think it was just a freak accident that all the lamps went out at once?” she challenged softly.

			He hesitated and then admitted, “No. But I don’t have any other convenient explanation for what happened in those caves tonight, Kalena. Not yet.”

			“It could be connected with the Sand trade trouble, couldn’t it?” she pressed.

			“That’s a possibility. But none of it makes any sense. The Healers have cut off the trade, but they wouldn’t pull a stunt like this. Why should they do such a thing in the first place?”

			“There were those two men who attacked us back in Adverse,” she reminded him.

			“I know.”

			“Those black glass pendants...”

			“I know,” he repeated. “But I don’t have any answers.”

			“You don’t believe that there was something strange about the darkness, do you?” She sounded sadly resigned. “I don’t blame you. It must have been gone when you came through the passage. If I hadn’t seen it myself, I wouldn’t have believed it either.”

			“Kalena…”

			“I wish you good night, Ridge,” she said very formally. “Thank you for coming after me this evening.”

			Her cool, distant words made Ridge groan silently. He turned on his side and found himself confronted with Kalena’s slender back. Tentatively, he put his hand on her shoulder and felt the stiff tension that gripped her.

			“You’re still frightened, aren’t you?” he asked with concern. “It’s all right, Kalena. You’re safe now. You’re here with me and I won’t let anything or anyone hurt you.” When she didn’t respond, Ridge edged closer, stroking his hand a little awkwardly over her shoulder. Making love to a woman was one thing; comforting her was another. He didn’t know what to do. But he thought she relaxed slightly as he ran his palm back and forth along her arm.

			For several minutes, they were both silent. Kalena didn’t move, but the tight muscles of her shoulders began to loosen as Ridge continued his stroking.

			Then, without any warning, Kalena turned to face him, burrowing into his arms as she sought the warmth and strength of his body. Startled, Ridge hesitated momentarily, and then resumed his slow, massaging touch.

			There was nothing overtly sexual about the way she was cuddling with him, Ridge realized. Kalena wanted to be comforted and she had turned to him for that comfort. It was only right, he told himself. He was her husband. He fell asleep with that thought.

			Ridge awoke shortly before dawn the next morning to find the pallet beside him empty. A small clattering sound in the corner of the chamber near the hearth made him open his eyes. Kalena was dressed to travel and she had a steaming mug of yant tea in her hand. Apparently, she had just finished making it on the small fire she had built. When she realized he was awake, she brought the mug toward the bed, holding it out to Ridge with grave politeness.

			“I thought you might like to drink your tea while you dressed.” She didn’t quite meet his eyes.

			She was embarrassed, Ridge thought with sudden perception. She had never before performed the traditional wifely duty of bringing him the morning tea in bed. For that matter, the moment was a little awkward for him, too. Ridge had never had any woman bring him tea in bed. Of course, he had never been married before. There was a first time for everything. He could get to like this small ritual, he decided as he took the mug from Kalena’s hand.

			“Thank you,” he murmured as he took a sip of the invigorating brew.

			She hesitated by the pallet. “You were kind to me last night,” Kalena finally said very earnestly.

			“You implied I was a short-tempered, abusive trade husband,” he said dryly.

			She waved the night’s argument aside as if it were an entirely separate matter. “I meant later, in bed. You held me and soothed me. I was very tense because of what had happened. I appreciate your concern and care.”

			Ridge felt a warmth that had nothing to do with the hot tea he was drinking. He wanted to tell her she had a right to such treatment from him because she was his wife, but he was afraid she would misinterpret his words and think he was talking about duty and obligation again. So he merely nodded his head as casually as possible and said, “I appreciate the tea.”

			They looked at each other for a long moment. Then Kalena smiled tentatively and turned to finish her packing.

			 

			A short while later, Ridge finished fastening the travel bags to the creet saddles, double-checked the saddle buckles, and handed one set of reins to Kalena. She took them with gloved hands. The morning air was chill with the promise of mountain snow. In addition to her gloves she wore a fur-lined travel cloak over her riding clothes, the hood pulled up over her head. Ridge too wore a lined cloak and warm, flexible lanti skin gloves. The creets fluffed out their feathers to insulate themselves against the cold and pranced forward with their usual willingness.

			Kalena glanced back at the quiet inn as Ridge led the way out of the yard. “I’m glad you changed your mind about yelling at the entire Village Council,” she said.

			“I didn’t change my mind,” he informed her arrogantly. “I just didn’t want to waste any more time.”

			“Yes, of course,” she murmured, hiding a tiny smile. “We wouldn’t want to waste any more time. All the same, thank you for restraining yourself.”

			He glanced back. “You would have been embarrassed, wouldn’t you?”

			“Yes,” she admitted. “I’m quite sure the Village Council had nothing to do with the failure of those lamps last night. Furthermore, I met some nice women in the spa and I would have felt awkward if you had turned around this morning and humiliated them by using your clout against their husbands.”

			Ridge shook his head. “Women,” he muttered, but he sounded oddly indulgent.

			Kalena breathed a sigh of relief and reached down to stroke her creet’s neck feathers. Diplomacy, she was discovering, was another useful skill for a wife. It occurred to her that last night was not the first time she had managed to douse the Fire Whip’s temper. She really was getting quite proficient at the task.

			The wind that swept through the mountains had a definite bite to it now. The creets climbed higher and higher into the pass, following the old trail that had been carved out by the first High Healers when they had decided to move into the mountain reaches. Even during the height of summer, this trail could be chilly. The snow on the peaks of the Heights of Variance never completely disappeared.

			When Ridge called a halt for lunch he took the time to build a small fire so that Kalena could prepare a warming mug of tea. He stood watching as she carefully boiled the water and added the yant leaves.

			“We should reach the wall of white mist the caravans complained about by tomorrow evening if we continue at this pace,” he remarked thoughtfully.

			“Where do we camp tonight?”

			“There are some shelters along the trail built by the early traders. Creet rations are kept stocked in them along with emergency supplies. We’ll stop at one this evening.”

			Kalena nodded and finished the meal preparations. “I’m glad we won’t have to spend the night out in the open. It’s so cold here.”

			Ridge smiled faintly. “You don’t have to worry, Kalena. I wouldn’t force my wife to sleep in the snow.”

			“Very reassuring.”

			The shelter they located just before the early mountain dusk descended was reasonably cozy once the lamps had been lit and Ridge had built a fire on the hearth. Stable space for the creets adjoined the main room, enabling the animals to share the warmth of the fire. The proximity of the animals didn’t bother Kalena. For one thing, she had spent too much time in a farming community to be offended by the idea of sharing space with animals. For another, she was simply too tired to think much about it. If Ridge chose to claim his marital rights tonight, he would have to find some method of keeping her awake first. She was sound asleep before he returned from checking the creets.

			Kalena had expected nightmares after the previous evening’s horrors, but she had suffered none so far. The mountains around them were cold, but the temperature was the natural chill of approaching snow. Kalena shifted slightly when Ridge got into bed beside her. She felt his arms go around her waist before she drifted back into sleep.

			They reached the wall of white mist the following day, just as the last of the sun’s rays slipped behind a high peak. Kalena knew immediately that the mist was no ordinary cloud caught among the mountains. She reined in her creet behind Ridge and stared at the veil of glistening whiteness that stretched completely across the pass.

			On either side of the trail the mountains rose in stark, snowcapped peaks that were impossible to ascend. Nor was there any way around the ridges into the valley on the other side. The High Healers had chosen a well protected location and they had sealed the only entrance with a wall of snow colored mist.

			“So this is what the traders meant,” Ridge said softly as he swung himself out of the saddle and went forward to examine the barrier. “I thought they must have been talking about snow or clouds that had somehow blocked the pass. But this is no natural mist.” He put out a hand to touch the shimmering wall and instantly yanked it back, swearing quietly.

			“What’s wrong?” Kalena asked. She dismounted and went to stand beside him. “Is your hand all right?”

			“Damn Healers,” Ridge muttered, shaking his hand as if to rid it of something that still clung. “Yeah, it’s all right. What in the name of the Stones have those women done?”

			“They’ve sealed themselves off from Quintel’s traders.”

			“Obviously, but why? And how? What is this white stuff?” Ridge paced across the width of the pass peering closely at the curtain of white. He pulled his sintar out of its sheath and probed cautiously at the veil.

			The reaction was immediate. The sintar glowed in his hand, just as if he had somehow activated it in the heat of fury. Ridge stared at the blade in amazement, knowing that for the first time the steel had responded to something other than his rage. Slowly, the glow died and he resheathed the weapon.

			“This could get tricky,” he finally announced.

			“Let me try” Kalena said impulsively.

			“No, wait, Kalena, I don’t want you—”

			But it was too late. Kalena had already reached out to touch the white mist. Her hand went into it easily with no obvious effect, disappearing up to her wrist. “It’s like touching fog,” she said wonderingly. Slowly, she withdrew her fingers. They felt fine. “I don’t think this is going to be any problem at all, Ridge.”

			“Kalena, several trading caravans led by experienced traders have been turned back by this stuff. One trade master didn’t return at all. Don’t be too sure of yourself.”

			She glanced back at him, confidence flowing through her. “But I am sure of myself, Ridge. Very sure. You brought me along to get you through this veil, didn’t you?”

			“You’re here to deal with the Healers,” he stated. “Not to take chances. I’m the one who’s paid to take the chances.”

			“But to deal with the High Healers, I have to go through this.” She turned back to the white mist and stepped into it before Ridge realized exactly what she was doing.

			“Kalena!”

			His anxious shout faded almost instantly as Kalena moved into the mist. It closed gently around her, cutting off all sound and all sensation. She no longer felt the mountain chill. She felt nothing except a sense of peace. She felt as if she were suspended in a universe of shimmering white. There was no feeling of impending danger as there had been with the black mist in the caverns. Just the opposite, in fact. Here lay safety and serenity and warmth.

			Opposites. Natural opposites. When one existed, so must the other. All things on the Spectrum seek their natural states of balance.

			The words drifted through Kalena’s mind as she floated in the strange cloud. This glistening white veil was the opposite of what she had encountered last night. The exact counterpoint to that dark, endless cold.

			Kalena moved her hands and looked down at them. She could see her gloved fingers clearly, so she wasn’t completely devoid of sensation. Carefully, she took a pace forward, unable to see the rocky path on which she must be standing. She stretched out her hand, wondering how thick the veil was. Her fingers disappeared. She moved forward again, following them. At least she thought she was moving forward. There was no true sense of direction in the mist.

			Two more paces brought her through to the other side. She emerged from the shimmering white barrier and found herself looking down into the greenest valley she had ever seen. It was a small valley, with steep canyon walls embracing it and its cluster of cottages. Fields of flowers, herbs and vegetables were laid out from one side of the valley to the other. The cottages were dotted about in a pleasantly random arrangement, smoke wafting invitingly from the chimneys. The path on which Kalena was standing descended easily into the heart of the valley. This was the chosen home of the High Healers. She would have known that without being told. Some part of her recognized this place—recognized it and responded to it. For a moment Kalena simply stood and stared in wonder, and then she remembered Ridge.

			Without any hesitation, Kalena stepped back into the mist. It swirled around her as before, but this time she kept moving. A moment later she stepped out on the other side and found herself in front of Ridge.

			“What happened in there?” he asked tightly. The tension on his face was obvious.

			“Nothing. I just walked through to the other side. It’s a little disorienting, but not too difficult to move through the mist. Let me see if I can lead you through.” She reached for his hand.

			“I don’t know, Kalena. I couldn’t even touch the stuff a few minutes ago. It may be something only a woman can pass through. You may have to go contact the Healers yourself and see if they’ll let me through.”

			“I’ll try taking a creet first,” Kalena suggested, reaching for a set of reins.

			The creet stopped at the wall of mist, opened its beak and stuck out its tongue as if to taste the shimmering barrier. Kalena waited until it had satisfied itself that there was no danger and then she stepped through, tugging on the reins. The creet followed obediently. On the far side she tied the reins around a small rock and went back for Ridge and his animal.

			“The creet went right through with no trouble. Come on, Ridge. Try it.”

			His mouth hardened but he didn’t argue further. He put his hand in hers and allowed Kalena to lead him right up to the wall of white. She stepped in, but when she tried to pull him after her there was a sudden, fierce resistance. He snatched his hand from her grasp and Kalena turned to find herself alone in the mist. She walked back out and stood staring at him. Ridge was cradling his hand, his jaw rigid with pain.

			“It’s not going to work” he said grimly. “You’ll have to go on by yourself and see if you can talk the Healers into letting me through.”

			“Something’s wrong.” Kalena frowned thoughtfully.

			“You can say that again.”

			She shook her head. “No, something’s wrong with you. There’s something that’s keeping you from following me into the mist.”

			“I’m a man. The Healers have probably rigged this thing to keep out males. Typical piece of female idiocy.”

			Kalena ignored that, her mind concentrating on the problem. She knew instinctively that she should be able to lead Ridge through the mist. There was something on him that was interfering. “Have you still got that black glass pendant with you? The one you took off that man who attacked us?”

			His eyes narrowed. “Yes.”

			“Get rid of it.”

			“Kalena, that’s ridiculous. It’s just a piece of glass. It can’t possibly have anything to do with this nonsense. This is women’s trickery.”

			“And that glass is male trickery. Get rid of it, Ridge. She was absolutely certain now. “You must throw it away before you can go through the mist.”

			“Dammit to both ends of the Spectrum,” he sighed as he reached into his cloak. He removed the black glass pendant and let it dangle from his fingers. “I don’t see why you’re so upset about this thing, but if it makes you happy, I’ll get rid of it.” He turned and flung the pendant far behind him. It landed several meters away on the trail. There was a tinkling sound as the glass broke.

			“Now,” Kalena stated with conviction. “You can pass through the mist now” She reached for his hand.

			“Let’s just hope I don’t lose my hand completely this time,” Ridge muttered as he made to follow her once more. “I have plans for this hand, you know”

			But this time nothing stopped him. Leading his creet, Ridge followed Kalena into the shimmering veil and out onto the other side.

			“Well, I’ll be damned.” Ridge stood gazing down at the green valley below.

			“Remember this when it comes time to hand over my share of the Sand,” Kalena said loftily. “I want it clear that I earned it.”

			 

			 

		 
 Eleven

			 

			 

			Kalena and Ridge were halfway down the trail that led into the green gem of a valley when they became aware of the change in temperature. The closer they got to the valley floor, the warmer the atmosphere became. Clearly, the valley of the High Healers was a warm oasis protected by a natural fortress of mountains and snow.

			“The people of Hot And Cold are right,” Kalena decided aloud. “Somewhere in this valley lies the source of the hot springs back in the caverns. I can feel it.”

			“Woman’s intuition?” There was a faint mockery in Ridge’s voice.

			“Perhaps.” Kalena shrugged. Ridge had been very silent since she had led him through the wall of white mist. She had the distinct impression that the closer they got to the village of the High Healers, the more uneasy he became. For her it was just the opposite. She knew her reaction was meant to counter his. “Look, Ridge, there are people in the fields.”

			He reined in his creet and studied the gentle scene that lay before them. Women moved among the rows of beautiful plants and flowers, tending the rich gardens. “I think,” Ridge said finally, “that you had better go first. I get the feeling it’s expected around here.” He shifted a bit in the saddle. “This is a female place.”

			“Yes,” Kalena agreed with confidence. “It is.” She urged her creet forward without any hesitation, aware of a deep eagerness.

			A few minutes later, they reached a narrow path that led between a row of perfectly plotted gardens. A woman dressed in a full, flowing pastel tunic looked up and lifted her hand in welcome. She wore the Healer’s traditional tiny brazier and pouch of Sand on her belt. She was much older than Kalena, her silvered hair caught in a white mesh snood. She moved with vigor and strength as she started toward Kalena.

			Kalena drew the creet to a halt and dismounted as the woman approached. Inclining her head respectfully, she introduced herself. “I am Kalena and this is my husband, Ridge. We have come a long way to talk to you and your people.”

			The woman’s smile was warm as she touched Kalena on the shoulder. “Welcome, Kalena, daughter of the House of the Ice Harvest. We have waited a long time for you.”

			Kalena’s hands tightened around the reins she was holding. “You know who I am?”

			“We know. I am Valica of the High Healers. It is my honor to welcome you to our village.” She turned to Ridge. “And this is the man you have chosen?”

			Ridge nodded, distantly polite as he swung down from the saddle. “I’m Kalena’s husband. I’m here on behalf of Trade Baron Quintel.”

			“Of course. So Lord Quintel finally grew impatient enough to act, hmm? He should have known that only a very special woman and her chosen mate could make it through the barrier. We certainly gave him enough hints. But men can be very stubborn.” Valica turned, motioning with her hand. “Come with me. I will show you to your cottage. You have had a long trip and you must rest. There will be time later to talk.”

			Valica led them down the path toward one of the many little cottages that were scattered about the valley. The small house was square and constructed of a warm colored stone. There were windows, instead of wooden shutters, and a charming, flowering garden.

			“There are stables for the creets. When you have unsaddled, I will take the birds and feed them for you.”

			Ridge’s eyes narrowed faintly. “I’ll see to the creets.”

			“It is not necessary, Trade Master Ridge. I will take care of them.”

			“I do not wish to be rude, Healer, but I make it a practice to take care of my own creets on a trip.” Ridge unbuckled the travel bags as he spoke.

			“As you wish,” Valica said politely. “The stables are over there.” She pointed to a small structure behind the cottage. “There is food and water for the birds. By the time the two of you have bathed and rested it will be the hour of the evening meal. You are invited to join us. We meet in the large hall near the herb gardens.”

			“Thank you, Valica,” Kalena said quickly, before Ridge could find something else to argue about. “We will see you at the evening meal.”

			Valica nodded and left. Kalena turned on Ridge, who was unpacking the travel gear with a grim air.

			“You brought me along to deal with the Healers, Ridge. Please allow me to do my job. Things will go much more smoothly if you don’t argue over every little thing. She was only offering to care for the creets out of politeness. There was no need for you to take a stand on the matter. Valica’s hardly likely to steal our birds.”

			Ridge shot her a cool glance as he picked up the bags and started toward the door. “How do you know?”

			“Ridge, you’re being ridiculous. What’s the matter with you, anyway?”

			He sighed, opening the door to reveal a room that was furnished with elegant simplicity. A pallet, a low, round table, cushions, two fireside stools, and a graceful, flowering plant were laid out in serene order. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “If you want to know the truth, I don’t like this place. It makes me edgy.”

			“It doesn’t take much to make you edgy, Trade Master,” Kalena said with a small grin. “The least little thing will do it sometimes. No wonder they call you Fire Whip.” She followed him into the simply furnished room.

			“You don’t seem to be having any problem,” Ridge noted bluntly as he tossed the bags down onto the tapestry carpet. “I get the feeling you’re right at home here.”

			“I think that’s exactly how I feel,” Kalena said quietly. “At home.” She walked through the small sitting area, admiring the simple, uncluttered lines of the furnishings. “How do you think they knew I was coming, Ridge? They say they’ve been waiting for me. It’s strange, isn’t it?”

			“The High Healers have always seemed strange.” As Ridge watched Kalena move about the small cottage, his uneasiness grew. He knew from what other traders had told him that all males tended to feel on edge and vaguely awkward in this beautiful valley. For men there was an unmistakable feeling of being out of their proper element. The valley was female in every sense of the word.

			Ridge had been prepared for the out-of-place sensation, but he was quickly coming to realize there was more to his unease than that. The pull the valley exerted on Kalena was obvious. It occurred to him that she had no real home or family to draw her back to Crosspurposes or even to the Interlock valley. Her aunt Olara didn’t seem to be much of a reason for Kalena to return. A rough and ready trade marriage to a Houseless bastard probably didn’t look like a much better reason for making the trip back out of the mountains. The beautiful valley was a threat to him in a way he hadn’t expected. Kalena could be seduced with lures no mere male could match.

			Ridge swung around and opened the door. “I’ll take care of the creets,” he muttered before stepping outside. The sooner he could take Kalena and the Sand and leave this place, the better as far as he was concerned.

			 

			Kalena was well aware of Ridge’s wary, brooding mood at dinner that evening. He sat beside her, lounging with a kind of challenging casualness on the embroidered pillows. Kalena made no attempt to serve him in the normal manner. They both knew that in the valley table manners were egalitarian. Everyone helped herself to the platters of beautifully prepared vegetables, bowls of soup and delicate binda egg dishes. Kalena was quite sure Ridge knew how to fill his own plate from the main trays even if he was surrounded by females.

			He hesitated for an instant as the food was presented to him, slanting Kalena a speculative glance. But when she made no move to do her wifely duty, he calmly helped himself to what he wanted. Kalena smiled brilliantly and reached for a platter of jellied binda eggs.

			“I knew you could do it if you tried,” she murmured for his ears alone.

			“This place is having a bad influence on your table manners.”

			“An interesting observation. Might change them forever. Perhaps you’d better get used to serving yourself. I rather like the new style.”

			“I can tell.” He poured himself some wine. “What about the traditions, Kalena? Don’t they mean anything to you?”

			“I’m more interested in starting new traditions, I think. In any event, you’re a fine one to talk of traditions. You weren’t exactly born into them.” As soon as the words left her lips, Kalena regretted them. She lowered her eyes at once and apologized. “I’m sorry, Ridge. I meant no insult.”

			“There was no insult,” he told her roughly. “You spoke only the truth. What you forget is that some traditions have greater meaning for those of us who had to survive without them.”

			“Or for those such as my aunt who had only traditions to hold them together,” Kalena said with a sigh.

			Ridge picked up his fingerspear and lapsed back into silence as the conversation flowed around the six or seven large, round tables that were arranged in the simple room. Kalena ignored them, concentrating on adjusting her normal, kneeling position to something more comfortable. The idea of sprawling like a man at table was novel. It was also rather difficult when one had spent her whole life eating in the kneeling position. Kalena found herself shifting position several times.

			“What in the name of the Stones is the matter with you?” Ridge growled at one point just after she wriggled into another new position. “Can’t you sit still?”

			“I’m trying to get comfortable,” she hissed softly.

			“Try sitting the way you normally do,” Ridge advised sardonically.

			No one else is sitting like that. And after all these years, I’m tired of sitting that way, too. Hand me that platter of cheese, please.”

			He did so with a sharp movement that spoke volumes concerning his irritation.

			“Thank you, Ridge. You did that very well. Perhaps you have a talent in the area of table service.” Kalena fingerspeared several slices of cheese and set the platter back down on the table. The woman next to her reached for it with a smile.

			“Valica tells me you brought the creets and the man with you through the veil this afternoon.”

			Kalena nodded. “It was simple enough. I don’t understand why it’s proven such a barrier to the other women in the trading caravans.”

			“Ah, that’s because it was tuned for one particular woman. You. I’m Arona, by the way. I am in charge of the herb gardens.” Arona smiled. She was a handsome woman, her features strong and intelligently formed, her blue eyes warm and inquisitive. A few years older than Kalena, her hair was still a rich, vibrant black without any trace of gray. As was the case with all of the women in the valley, her body was lithe and vigorous from the endless work in the fields.

			“Arona, tell me how you knew I would he coming through the mist. I don’t understand any of this.”

			“You will learn more tonight after dinner. It is not my place to explain all of it to you.” She quickly glanced at Ridge’s implacable profile. “Nor is it a thing that should be discussed in the presence of men.”

			Kalena noticed that the line of Ridge’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. As the meal continued for a long while, the women asked both Kalena and Ridge many questions concerning matters in the outside world. The women obviously liked to keep themselves informed of what was happening beyond the valley, even though they chose not to participate in those events.

			Ridge answered the questions about the new Hall of Balance and the increasingly sophisticated economy of the Northern Continent. Kalena listened to him respond to the women’s inquiries, aware of a certain pride in his intelligent, informed answers. Her trade husband might have had humble beginnings, but over the years he had clearly taken steps to make up for his early lack of education.

			“We have heard that a ship is being constructed in the port of Countervail,” one of the women remarked. “A very special ship that will be used in an attempt to cross the Sea of Clashing Light.”

			“That’s true,” Ridge confirmed. “It’s being financed by a consortium of wealthy House lords.”

			“What is the objective? Exploration?”

			“Exploration of the lands beyond the sea and the establishment of trade routes,” Ridge replied. “Who knows? Perhaps there will be Healers in those other lands who will want to exchange information with you.”

			“A fascinating thought,” Arona murmured.

			Ridge hesitated, scowling slightly as he discovered his wine goblet was empty. He was accustomed to having it kept full when he shared a table with Kalena. “There are many who think the ship will never return,” he remarked as he reluctantly reached for the wine decanter and helped himself again. “The Polarity Advisors theorize that there may be no other inhabited lands beyond the sea. Some think that the dangers of the voyage will prove so great the ship will be forced to turn back. Whatever happens, it should be interesting.”

			“Very,” Valica agreed. “But all of that lies in the future. Tonight there are more immediate matters that must be dealt with. Would you excuse us, Trade Master? We have a pressing need to discuss business and the future with Kalena.”

			Ridge took his dismissal with good grace, considering how it must have galled him. He glanced briefly at Kalena’s politely composed face, and then got to his feet, maintaining his grip on the wine decanter. He continued to stare down at Kalena.

			“I’ll be waiting for you,” he said very deliberately.

			“I understand.” She did. Kalena met the fierce gold of his gaze and knew exactly what he was saying. He was the lone male confronting a small world full of women who wanted Kalena in some manner which he didn’t fully comprehend. He realized there was a risk here, but he wasn’t certain how to combat it. He knew only that he had to try to exert what small authority he retained in an effort to make certain Kalena returned to him. Perhaps he feared that if he lost her, he lost the Sand, Kalena thought, wondering why the realization hurt. This was merely a trade marriage, after all.

			“Don’t worry, Ridge,” she whispered. “I will do my best to see that you get your Sand.”

			“Damn the Sand. See that you return to the cottage at a decent hour.” He turned on his heel and stalked out of the dining chamber. No one asked him to leave the wine decanter behind.

			When Ridge had gone, all eyes turned toward Kalena. An odd sense of anticipation suddenly filled the air. Valica smiled reassuringly. “The Sand is yours, Kalena. As much as you can carry. There is a fresh supply in the kiln now. It will be ready by tomorrow morning.”

			“Thank you,” Kalena said quietly. No one knew exactly how the precious Sands of Eurythmic were made. The High Healers’ secret has been well guarded for generations. The Sand was not a curative itself; its value lay in the fact that it was a diagnostic tool. When burned, the smoke it produced enabled a Healer with the Talent to somehow “see” inside her patient and determine the exact nature of his illness. Then she prescribed treatment, which usually consisted of concoctions formulated from the plants in her garden. One of the first things a Healer-in-training did was plant her medicinal garden. It was as much a symbol of her profession as the little brazier she used to burn the Sand. The smoke could be used effectively by only a certain number of people, invariably women.

			For generations the Healers’ Guild had allowed only those women with the Talent to enter training. The test for aptitude was a simple one. The smoke was inhaled by a prospective Healer and she was then told to “look” inside a patient. She was either immediately able to see the source of the illness, even though she might lack the training to identify it, or she was not. Some women had what was generally referred to as a touch of the Talent, which meant they experienced disorienting effects under the influence of the smoke but saw no clear vision of the illness they had been set to diagnose.

			“I am not certain how to negotiate for the Sand,” Kalena said slowly. “I’ve never done it before. Please tell me how many grans you want for it and I will see if we have enough to make the purchase.”

			Valica appeared completely unconcerned. “The usual price of a thousand grans will be sufficient. The Sand is not the crucial matter tonight. It was merely the lure.”

			“Lure?” Kalena waited, tense with the intuitive knowledge that something very important was about to be demanded of her.

			The other women remained silent, allowing Valica to explain. She took her time, choosing her words with obvious care. “You have, perhaps, heard the legend about the Light Key being hidden somewhere in these mountains.”

			“I’ve heard the tales.”

			“They are true, Kalena.”

			Kalena took a deep breath. “There really is a Light Key?”

			“Oh, yes. There is a Light Key.” Valica’s mouth curved a little sadly. “Do you understand what that implies?”

			Kalena acknowledged the obvious truth. She shivered slightly as she responded. “If there truly is a Light Key, then a Dark Key must also exist.”

			“There is no need to look so horrified, Kalena,” Valica said gently. “For all power, there is a focus of opposition. Surely Olara taught you well.”

			Kalena shook her head wonderingly. “You know of my aunt?”

			“Olara was on the verge of becoming one of us a long time ago. She has the Talent in great measure and she chose not to seek an alliance with a male. Her natural inclinations would have led her to this valley eventually if…other factors had not intervened.”

			“The death of the men of my House. My father was her brother,” Kalena explained unhappily. “And after their deaths came the death of my mother. It was my fault Olara had no choice but to give up her own desires. She did her duty by me and by the House of the Ice Harvest, instead.” Unlike herself, Kalena added silently.

			“There is always a choice, Kalena. Remember that. Olara could have brought you here,” Valica said quietly. “But she chose the path of vengeance. She raised you to be the instrument of that vengeance instead of the fine Healer you might have become with proper training.”

			“A Healer? I could have been one? How can you know such a thing? I have never proven myself with Sand.” Kalena grappled with that thought. “My aunt never allowed me to learn her secrets. She refused to test me with the Sand. She said such things would only distract me from what I must do.”

			“She was right. It’s impossible for a trained Healer to willingly kill, except, perhaps, in a clear cut case of self-defense or the defense of another. But Olara brought you up with the notion that you must kill coldly and with calculation. The act would have gone against your deepest instincts. So she took steps to conceal those instincts from your awareness.”

			Kalena remembered the feeling of a barrier being breached in her mind the first time Ridge had made love to her. “How did she hide such knowledge from me for so long?”

			“Olara used the techniques Healers learn for dealing with troubled minds. There are ways of making a patient forget things that are so disturbing or painful that they are a hazard to health. Olara used such methods on you. She took a great risk when she negotiated your temporary marriage. She must have known that. Apparently, she could think of no other way to get you close to your quarry.”

			“She told me that even though I was signing a marriage contract of sorts, she said I must not sleep with my husband or any other man before I carried out my responsibility to my House,” Kalena answered. She dropped her eyes. “But I disobeyed her.”

			“If your aunt had allowed you to breathe smoke, the barrier she had established in your mind would have been shattered. When you chose to form a physical and emotional bond with the man you were to marry, the act had virtually the same effect. It weakened that barrier in your mind to a great extent.”

			“To such an extent that I failed in my duty”

			“You failed your aunt’s directive. You did not fail yourself. You were not born to commit cold-blooded murder, Kalena, regardless of the motive.” Valica leaned across the table to touch her guest’s hand. “Your destiny is far more complex.”

			Kalena looked at her, aware of the intensity with which the others were watching. “What destiny is this, Valica? I have no other calling except vengeance, and I have had to abandon that.”

			Valica shook her head. “Vengeance was never your true calling. You see, you are the one who will take the Light Key out of its hiding place.”

			Kalena went cold. “No,” she whispered in a tight voice. “No, that can’t be true.”

			“The Key has not been touched for more generations than any Healer can chart. We believe from all our studies that it has not been touched since it was put into its hiding place.”

			“If it really exists, it is not meant to be touched,” Kalena protested. “It is beyond our comprehension. It must be left where it is forever!”

			Valica smiled again, a wary, resigned smile that held infinite sadness and certainty. “It can only stay hidden and untouched as long as the Dark Key is also hidden and untouched.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“We think the Dark Key has been discovered.”

			Kalena’s mouth went dry. “It’s said that if the Dark Key and the Light Key are ever brought close together that the Dark will destroy the Light.”

			“Men say that.” Arona spoke for the first time, a derisive amusement in her voice. “Men are fond of believing that in a showdown, they are the stronger and therefore their end of the Spectrum must be the more powerful. But the truth is their beliefs violate the Mathematics of Paradox as well as the Philosophy of the Spectrum. All things must be balanced by equal opposites.”

			Kalena glanced at her, and then her gaze swung back to Valica. “Do you know for certain that the Dark Key has been discovered?”

			“Not for certain, no. But we are deeply suspicious. There have been acts of Darkness near the mountains. Men have died in strange ways. There have been tales told of the hook vipers appearing outside the mountains for the first time in generations…”

			“Ridge killed one on the trail coming here,” Kalena whispered.

			“Kalena, the hook vipers are fearsome, but they have always feared humans. If they have begun hunting outside the mountains then it is because something has driven them forth. There are other tales, too. Ones we don’t understand but which have gravely alarmed us.”

			Kalena thought about the dark mist that had tried to envelope her in the caverns. “I don’t understand what it is you expect me to do.”

			“Unfortunately, we cannot completely explain your destiny to you, because we are not sure of it ourselves,” Valica said, “We have had hints over the years. Bits and pieces of information have come to us through Far Seeing. Other clues we have reasoned out on our own. The only thing of which we are certain is that you are the one who can take hold of the Light Key. It would kill anyone else.”

			“You can’t know this for a fact! What would I do with it if I did take it with me—assuming it didn’t kill me, too? This makes no sense.” Kalena was feeling trapped now, as trapped as she had felt the day Olara told her she must kill Quintel. But at least after the death of Quintel there had been a vague promise of freedom. The legends concerning the Light and Dark Keys claimed that death was the price any human would pay for touching either.

			“Calm yourself, Kalena. No one will force you to take the Key. It is not our place to try. The decision must be yours, and only you will know how and when you must act. All we can do is tell you what we have learned over the years through studying the legends and the shreds of ancient manuscripts that have come into our possession.”

			“You have many such old manuscripts?”

			“A few. What do you think we use Quintel’s grans for? It costs money to pursue old legends.”

			“You speak of the days of the Dawn Lords,” Kalena said slowly. “Are you telling me that they really existed?”

			“We believe so. It was they who discovered the Stones of Contrast and buried them in fire and ice. No one knows where they are hidden. But we believe the Keys to the Stones, both of them, were hidden in these mountains. The Light Key we know for certain is here. The ancient documents hint that the Dark is also.”

			“Who were the Dawn Lords?” Kalena asked, completely fascinated now. “Another race that inhabited this planet before us?”

			Valica answered cautiously. “We don’t know for certain, but it is possible the Dawn Lords were as human as we ourselves are. Some students here in the valley,” she glanced around at the faces of the other women, “think that the Dawn Lords were our ancestors and that they arrived on this planet from a world that turns about another sun.”

			“They brought the Stones and the Keys with them?” Kalena asked.

			Valica shook her head in denial. “No. At least, we don’t think so. We believe they discovered the Stones and the Keys here when they arrived and recognized them as sources of power that were beyond even their comprehension or ability to handle. Such things of power could not be destroyed, so the Dawn Lords hid them, hoping, no doubt, that they would stay buried forever, or at least until we were capable of controlling them.”

			“What became of the Dawn Lords?” Kalena demanded.

			Valica shrugged. “There appear to have been only a few of them, but they fitted themselves to this new world. They seem to have been trapped here, but they were determined that they and their children would survive. They did what was necessary, creating a new society that has proven viable and has flourished. I can tell you little else, Kalena. We simply don’t know much more than that. A great deal of what I have told you is speculation and intuition.”

			“And now your speculation has convinced you that I must take up the Light Key and carry it out of the valley?” Kalena finished warily.

			“So we believe.”

			“You are wrong,” Kalena said resolutely. “You have set your lures for the wrong woman. Surely if I were called to such a destiny, I would know it deep inside.”

			“Who can say?” Valica smiled again. “We are almost as ignorant as you about your fate. Perhaps matters would be clearer now if Olara had brought you here years ago when she found herself in charge of you. Or perhaps it was not meant for you to grow up here at all. In any event, Olara’s notions of vengeance and House honor were stronger than the part of her that was drawn to life here in the valley. She tried to twist you to her own ends, and in the process perhaps she succeeded in suppressing your own inner knowledge and instincts too far. Or perhaps it was meant for those things to be temporarily suppresses.  Who can say? The ways of fate are often exceedingly complex.”

			Kalena was feeling desperate. “How long have you known that I was the one you sought?”

			“The woman who held my position in the valley before I did first sensed the truth. She was gifted with the ability to slide deep into a Far Seeing trance. That particular gift is very rare, and the results of such trances are often difficult to interpret. My own trances have proven remarkably frustrating at times. Her name was Besting, and her intuition was astonishing. It was she who named the one who would take up the Light Key. Before she died she summoned Olara and informed her of what she had learned. But by then it was too late. Olara was already started down the path of her choice and she made it clear she was taking you with her. Besting could do nothing more. But when she told me that I was to take her position here in the valley, she gave me some advice.”

			“What advice?”

			“She said that something stronger than your aunts training in vengeance was destined to break through the barriers Olara had raised within you. A new bond between you and another would be formed, one that would be stronger than the bond between yourself and your aunt, stronger, perhaps, than even your sense of honor.”

			“You knew I would form a trade marriage?”

			Valica smiled. “Years ago we began insisting on dealing only with married women traders. It was a way of ensuring that the women Quintel used received some legal protection and the right to retain a portion of the profits of the Sand.”

			“Quintel got around your edict by inventing the institution of trade marriages,” Kalena pointed out. “Such marriages are little more than business arrangements. The bonds between men and women in a trade marriage are slight, to say the least. It is a business association.”

			“True, but marriage agreements serve the purpose of providing the women involved with some legal status. Since we had decided to deal only with such women, it was reasonable to assume that somehow when you came to us it would probably be as a trade wife. We didn’t know for certain, of course. Fate could have chosen another way to bring you here, but it was a logical assumption. None but Quintel’s traders climb the trail to this valley.”

			“I understand.”

			“Several months ago,” Valica continued, “when we began to grow anxious about what we sensed was happening with the Dark Key, we decided it would be necessary to give fate a small push. We began informing Quintel’s traders that we would deal only with a woman who was truly married, emotionally as well as by contract. We said we wanted a woman with at least a touch of the Talent although she needn’t necessarily be a Healer. Between the information gained from Bestina’s trances and my own, we knew that much about you. We could not ask for you directly.

			“Why not?”

			“For one thing we had lost track of you. We did not know where Olara had taken you to live or under what new House name you were being raised. I was forced to rely on logic and hope to locate you.”

			“The logical part being that Quintel wouldn’t rest until he’d found a way to reopen the Sand trade route. He’d keep searching until he found a woman you would accept through the mist.”

			“We knew Quintel couldn’t get a trained Healer to agree to the kind of contract marriage necessary for a trading venture. He had to come up with a new arrangement a Healer would agree to, which was unlikely, or find an untrained Healer, like you, willing to enter into a trade marriage. There aren’t many untrained Healers like you Kalena, so we knew that once we exerted the maximum pressure on Quintel and closed the trail entirely to everyone but you with the mist, we would find you, sooner or later. There was another angle of logic involved, too. Don’t forget we were aware that Olara, wherever she might be, was looking for a way to get to Quintel. With Quintel searching for a woman who came from a family of Healers and Olara waiting for an opportunity to use you against Quintel, the results were inevitable.”

			“It’s all very twisted and complicated, full of what-ifs and had it-not-been-fors.” Kalena shook her head.

			“There is a logic to it, however. There is always a hidden logic behind all that happens. We call it fate, but in reality that word means nothing more than the inevitable conclusion of forces that have been set in motion. Once in motion, all such forces must eventually play themselves out.” Valica quoted a tenet of the Philosophy of the Spectrum with the certainty of a true believer.

			“It was only supposed to be a trade marriage,” Kalena said softly. “And it was never meant to last more than a day. You specified a woman who was well and truly married, not just one involved in a business arrangement.”

			Valica looked at her knowingly. “Would you say that the bond between you and your husband is based only on business?”

			Sudden heat burned in Kalena’s face. “It’s hard to explain my arrangement with Trade Master Ridge. There are times when I’m not certain I understand it, myself. But I am certain it is not my task to take up the Light Key. You have drawn the wrong woman to your valley.”

			“None of us here tonight can fully explain just why and how you are here, Kalena. Nor will we try more than we already have. It grows late and we are farming women who must rise early. I think it is time we went to bed.” Valica’s tone of voice announced that the session was at a close.

			“Farmers are not the only ones who rise early. So do trade masters,” Kalena muttered, getting to her feet along with the others. “Especially when they are anxious to complete a journey. Ridge will want to leave as soon as possible in the morning.”

			“I will walk with you to your cottage,” Arona said, moving close to Kalena as the others filed out of the room.

			“That’s very kind of you.”

			“Not at all. My cottage is only a short distance beyond yours.” Arona’s blue eyes were very deep and intense in the light of the lamps. She touched Kalena lightly on the arm and turned to lead the way out of the dining chamber.

			Kalena walked beside her new acquaintance in silence, thinking of all that had been said in the dining hall. But soon she grew uncomfortable, and searched for casual conversation.

			“How does the valley floor stay so warm and balmy even though it’s surrounded by snow-covered mountains?”

			“There is a source of heat hidden deep in the heart of the mountains. Perhaps the remains of an old volcano. We don’t understand exactly how it works, but the waters that bubble to the surface nearby are hot and there is always warmth in the air.”

			“Some of the water flows out of the mountain into the pools of Hot And Cold, and even beyond, doesn’t it?”

			“Yes.” Arona said nothing more for a while, and when she spoke her words surprised Kalena. “You are a woman who seeks her freedom.”

			“You are perceptive.”

			Arona’s mouth curved faintly. “Not particularly. But I, too, once went in search of freedom. Perhaps now I simply recognize the desire in others when I see it.”

			Now Kalena was curious herself. “You did not find your freedom in the outside world, did you, Arona?”

			“I don’t think I could ever have found it in a world of men,” she said simply. But I am happy here in the valley.”

			“I understand.” They were nearing the cottage. Kalena saw the glow of the lamps through the windows. Ridge would be waiting, just as he had said.

			Arona halted and turned to face her companion. She put a hand on Kalena’s shoulder. “You, too, could be happy here, Kalena. Do you understand? There is a freedom to be found here that does not exist in the kind of relationship you have formed with your husband.”

			“I know,” Kalena said gently. “There is very little freedom in marriage.”

			Ridge stood in the shadows near the cottage and listened to Kalena’s words. His restlessness had made him walk out to check the creets for the second time that evening. He had seen Kalena and Arona approaching in the moonlight. Something within him had tightened into a cold knot as he sensed all the lures of the valley reaching out to take Kalena from him.

			“Here in the valley you are free, Kalena,” Arona said softly. “You can make your own choices. There is no need to be guided by the wishes of a man.”

			Ridge sucked in his breath and stepped out of the shadows. In the moonlight he faced the two women. “Kalena, I’ve been waiting for you.”

			“I know, Ridge.” She turned to him with an unreadable smile on her lips.

			Ridge stood very still, every part of him prepared to fight, but he was unsure of how to go about it. He could easily imagine himself protecting his wife from the attentions of another man. But this sort of situation was totally outside his experience. What did he have to offer that could counter the valley’s lures? He sensed that his only hold on Kalena at that moment consisted of the tenuous bonds of a trade marriage. The fact that he could make her respond in his arms might stand as nothing compared to the exotic kind of freedom the valley offered her.

			“It’s time to go to bed, Kalena.” He could think of nothing else to say.

			“Yes,” she agreed and turned back to Arona. “I wish you good evening, my friend. There is much for me to think about tonight.”

			“That’s very true. Go to bed and dream of freedom.”

			“I’m not sure any of us are ever completely free,” Kalena murmured.

			“You are a wise woman. Too bad you were not allowed to become a Healer. I wish you good evening, Kalena.” Arona disappeared into the balmy night, her long tunic swirling gracefully around her ankles.

			Ridge exhaled slowly, but none of his tension diminished. He moved to stand in front of Kalena and caught her face between his rough palms. Her eyes were wide and luminous as she looked up at him.

			“Sometimes you scare me almost to death, lady,” he rasped.

			“Do I?”

			“I won’t let you go easily, Kalena,” he said thickly as his mouth hovered above hers. “I can’t let you go. You belong to me. Somehow I must make you understand that.” And with that he picked her up and carried her into the cottage.

			 

			 

		 
 Twelve

			 

			 

			The lamps cast a warm glow that was pale in comparison to the brilliant glow of Ridge’s eyes. Kalena was vividly aware of the leashed strength in him as he carried her across the tapestry rug and lowered her to the narrow pallet in the far corner. The warmth of the fire was nothing compared to the heat she sensed in Ridge.

			He came down on one knee beside her and released the band that held her hair. Freed, the wealth of sunset colored curls tumbled over his fingers.

			“I want you to find your freedom in my arms, wife.” He twisted his hands in the depths of her hair and bent his head to kiss her heavily.

			His mouth fastened on hers with an urgency that flowed over Kalena the way a fire flowed over dry kindling. She wasn’t sure there was freedom to be found in Ridge’s embrace, but there was a heated excitement that was unmatched by anything else she had ever known.

			Tonight there was something else, too. Kalena knew. She was aware of a great sense of readiness on her part. She felt as though she had been waiting for this lovemaking for a long time. Ridge had barely touched her, but already she was warming with the same heat that fired his passion. Her arms went around his neck, pulling him down to her.

			“This is where you’re supposed to be, Kalena. Whatever fate the Spectrum has decreed for you, you must share it with me.”

			“I know,” she heard herself respond. “I know that tonight.” The knowledge was flooding her bloodstream, bringing with it a clear certainty that she could not escape.

			Ridge’s hands moved impatiently on Kalena’s clothing. Her tunic was thrust aside and then the narrow trousers fell to the floor. She writhed naked in his arms and began to fight him for the embrace, driven by an urgency she had never felt before.

			“By the Stones,” he breathed as he held her still long enough to rid himself of clothing, “tonight you’re like the free fire that burns in the mountains, How could you even think of leaving me?”

			“I wasn’t thinking of leaving you tonight,” she told him as her nails sank into his shoulders. “I couldn’t leave you tonight.” It was the truth and she accepted it unquestioningly. She had to have him inside her, filling her completely. Kalena’s breath came quickly and she stifled her soft cries against his skin.

			Ridge’s face was set in lines of stark passion as he loomed over Kalena. His fingers trembled with the force of his need when he touched her breast.

			“Come to me,” she whispered achingly. She lifted her hips against his in open invitation. “Come to me, Ridge. I want you tonight.”

			“Soon,” he promised thickly. “Soon.”

			“No, now” Possessed of an overwhelming need to complete the union, Kalena pressed against his chest with the palms of her hands.

			Surprised by the force of her desire, Ridge allowed her to push him onto his back. Instantly, she was climbing astride him. Her hair formed a nimbus of golden red against the glow of the lamp behind her. Ridge’s eyes glittered in fierce anticipation as his big hands settled on her flaring thighs.

			“Finish it,” he grated, lifting her slightly so that she could fit herself to him. “I can feel the liquid fire in you. It’s going to consume both of us, so finish it.”

			Her fingers closed delicately around the hard length of his manhood. Ridge groaned and pushed himself abruptly against the damp core of her body. Kalena gasped and fell forward as he entered her deeply. She braced herself on his shoulders and felt her body tighten around him. Slowly, she levered herself upward again until she sat him almost the way she would a creet.

			“Now you’re fine, my sweet Kalena,” Ridge murmured as he stroked himself into her body. “Go ahead and fly. But you’ll have to take me with you.”

			Kalena’s whole body arched with sensual tension. Eyes closed, head thrown back in wild abandon, she rode Ridge with a passion that matched his own. The fire that blazed between Ridge and Kalena threatened to consume them, but neither cared. Kalena flew on a creet that still retained its wings. She soared the skies on a great muscled bird who responded to her slightest whim. Dazzling light and deepest shadow swirled beneath them as Kalena rode Ridge to the heights of the mountains. When at last he folded his wings, enclosing her completely, and plummeted back toward the ground, Kalena called his name in a voice that reached into both the shadow and the light.

			Ridge’s hoarse shout was as vibrant with life as her own. He seemed to burst inside her, spilling the essence of himself into the deepest part of her body. Then he held her so close she could hardly breathe as the tremors that shook both of them ran their course.

			Afterward, there was only dampness and warmth and peace. It was a long time before Kalena finally found the energy to open her eyes. When she did, she found Ridge studying her face in the lamplight. His legs were tangled with hers and one of his hands was resting on her hip. His golden eyes still burned faintly with the lazy aftereffects of passion.

			“Tomorrow we leave,” he said flatly. “With or without the Sand.”

			“Yes, Ridge,” Kalena agreed with a meekness that must have astonished him. “Don’t worry about the Sand. The Healers have promised we can take as much as we can carry.” Kalena felt no need to argue. Ridge could not stay here. She knew that. There was no place for him in this valley. And she knew that she would leave with him. She could not stay without him. Tonight she understood at last that she and Ridge were bound together. The bonds might chafe at times, but they were as strong as life itself. She would no longer try to struggle against her destiny with this man.

			Ridge exhaled deeply and gathered her close once more. “Thank you, Kalena.”

			“For what?” she asked in quiet amusement.

			“For not fighting me.”

			“Were you afraid that if I did, you might lose?”

			He shook his head gravely. “I was afraid that if you fought me, you would lose, and then, perhaps, you would never forgive me. I don’t want that kind of victory, but I can’t let you stay here in this damn valley, either.”

			“Why not?” she asked with calm interest, although she had no intentions of staying. “You’ll have your Sand.”

			His mouth hardened. “There is more between us now than a shipment of Sand. You know that as well as I.”

			Kalena’s smile faded with his words. “I know it, Ridge. I just wish I understood what it is that binds us together.”

			“Why must women question and analyze everything that ties them to men?”

			“Perhaps we don’t like being at the mercy of things we don’t understand,” she suggested gently.

			His brows came together in a hard line. “You only succeed in making life more difficult for yourself when you fail to accept things as they are.”

			“I didn’t know you were such a philosopher, Ridge. Have you accepted things as they are, even though you don’t understand them?”

			He bent to nuzzle the curve of her shoulder, his teeth teasing her skin. “I accepted what the Spectrum brought me the day you handed me that trade marriage contract.”

			Kalena felt his lower body hardening against her once more, and reached out to touch him wonderingly. “Perhaps your way is best, Ridge.”

			“I know it is,” he told her as he eased himself down on top of her. “I’m your husband, Kalena. You must trust me to know what’s best for you.”

			Kalena wanted to smile at his blatant male arrogance. Ridge was so intently serious about what he said. But he was kissing her again and suddenly her mind was cleared of all things but the sensual demands he was imposing. Everyone seemed to know what was best for her. Olara had forced her to wear the mantle of House vengeance. The women of this valley were convinced she was destined to take hold of the mythical Light Key. Her husband decreed she belonged with him.

			Of the three options, Kalena decided as she gave herself up to Ridge’s lovemaking, her husband’s held the most allure.

			 

			They left the valley at dawn the next morning. Ridge had the creets saddled and loaded with the sacks containing the Sands of Eurythmic before Kalena had finished eating the morning meal in the dining chamber. Ridge hadn’t been interested in sharing another meal with the valley women. He had helped himself to a wedge of cheese, a piece of fruit and a chunk of bread, then disappeared to see to the loading of the Sand.

			Kalena almost wished she could have joined him. She felt awkward sharing the meal with Valica, Arona and the others after having made it clear she did not believe in the destiny they saw for her. But no one seemed to hold her unwillingness to become involved with the Key against her. The morning meal was a cheerful, friendly affair. No one mentioned the previous night until Kalena rose to join Ridge.

			Valica came forward to take both her hands, kissed her lightly on each cheek and smiled comfortingly. “Do not worry, Kalena. When the time is right, things will happen as they must. You have not turned your back on us or on the Key.”

			“But I have,” Kalena protested earnestly. “You must understand, Valica, I am not the one you seek. The truth is, I’m not sure I even believe in the Key. But if it does exist, I want nothing to do with it.”

			“There is no need to talk about it now. The balance has not yet shifted far enough to force you to act.”

			“What balance?”

			“You know as well as I do that all the events of our world and our lives are strung out along an infinite Spectrum. When one thing happens, there must be an opposite action in order to ensure the balance. The balance in our world has begun to shift, Kalena. I can feel it. There have been times lately here in the mountains When there has been more Darkness than Light. Such a situation cannot last long. When matters have fallen too badly out of alignment, there will be a reckoning. When that time comes, you will be obedient to your destiny. Go now and think no more about it until you must.”

			“Valica, please, listen to me. I am merely the last daughter of a House that ends with me. I have failed in the one responsibility that was left to me. In addition, I have lowered myself to the station of a trade wife. I am not very important, Valica. Great destinies are not carved out for people like me. What’s more, we don’t particularly want them.”

			Arona came forward, her eyes gentle with understanding. “You want your freedom, not a preordained destiny. But you told me last night you aren’t sure if anything is ever truly free.”

			“I think I have a chance of building a life for myself,” Kalena said steadily. “It may not be memorable to anyone but me, but at least it will be the life I have chosen.” She stepped back, bowing her head respectfully. “You have been most generous with the Sand. I will see that it ends up in the hands of honest Healers.”

			Valica chuckled. “There you go, Kalena, taking on yet another obligation. Olara may have been misguided, but she did manage to instill a sense of duty in you, didn’t she? It is that integrity and sense of duty that has brought you this far. I think it will guide you the rest of the way. Go now, and good journey to you.”

			Kalena glanced around at the faces of the women who had gathered to say good-bye. She felt a curious burning sensation behind her eyes. With a tremulous smile, she turned away and hurried toward Ridge, who waited with the creets.

			He gave her a sharp glance as he tossed her up into the saddle. “Are you crying?”

			“Of course not.” She wiped the sleeve of her tunic across her damp eyes and glared at him challengingly. “I’m ready to leave.” He hesitated, one hand on her saddle. “Kalena, if those women have said or done anything to upset you, tell me about it.”

			“I’m fine, Ridge.”

			He appeared unconvinced, but was obviously more than ready to be on his way out of the valley. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better,” he growled, swinging into his own saddle. “Have you got your cloak within reach? It will be cold again as soon as we start climbing away from the valley floor.”

			She was mildly amused by his concern as she picked up her reins and urged her animal after his. “I have it within reach.”

			“We won’t be able to move as fast going back as we did coming here. I’ve got the creets fully loaded with Sand. But they’re good, strong birds. We’ll still be able to travel a lot faster than a regular caravan of pack creets could.”

			Kalena glanced over her shoulder at the bags of Sand slung across her creet’s rump. Her bird didn’t seem overly concerned about the added weight, but she knew the load would slow its pace. “Congratulations, Ridge, there should be more than enough here for you to finance your dreams.”

			“What about your dreams, Kalena?” he surprised her by asking.

			“I’m still working them out,” she tried to say lightly.

			“We will work them out together,” he told her.

			Their eyes met for a moment, and then Ridge flicked the reins. His creet started forward with its usual cheerful willingness. Kalena’s fell into step behind its mate. Once, Kalena glanced back over her shoulder and saw the women of the valley watching their departure. There was no greater freedom to be had in this valley than what she would find with Ridge, Kalena thought with sudden certainly. It just took a different shape.

			Ridge rode in silence for a while, leading the way across the valley floor and up along the trail that led back through the mountains. Kalena knew he was turning something over in his mind, but she didn’t ask what it was. She had her own thoughts to occupy her.

			When she turned to reach for her warm cloak, a familiar, small pouch came briefly into view as she scrabbled around inside her bag. It was the packet of crushed selite leaves. Kalena’s hand stilled as she remembered she had forgotten to take yesterday’s dosage.

			“Kalena? Anything wrong? Ridge glanced back at her as his creet rounded a small bend in the trail.

			“No,” she called back, and then added under her breath, “at least, I hope not.” Desperately, she tried to calculate how long it would be before she knew for certain if she would suffer the consequences of last night’s unprotected lovemaking. The memory of her own burning passion was unnerving. But there was nothing she could do about it now. It would be some time before she found out if yet another fate had been bestowed upon her.

			Kalena sighed and told herself that the odds were in her favor. Surely she would not have to pay for one day’s lapse. She watched Ridge as he rode ahead of her and wondered what he would say if he found out he had fathered a child.

			But the answer to that was obvious. Ridge would assume his rights and responsibilities without a second’s hesitation. Kalena smiled to herself, wondering at her own deep certainty. For the first time since she had accepted the bonds between herself and Ridge, she began to think of what those ties would mean. She wondered if Ridge had given the matter much thought. It was odd to think of the trade marriage becoming permanent. After all, a real marriage to an aggressive ruthless Houseless bastard who was determined to establish himself as a House lord at any cost was not what she had set out to find when she had left the farm.

			To be perfectly fair, she probably wasn’t the kind of wife Ridge had undoubtedly anticipated being able to buy with proceeds from the Sand trade. He might be a bastard, but when he returned to Crosspurposes he was going to be a rich bastard. Respectable Houses would be forced to take him seriously if he courted their daughters.

			But even if she couldn’t offer him the economic and political connections that a Great House marriage normally involved, she could bring him all the skills, manners, training, and pride that came with a fine House heritage. Ridge had said that growing up without benefit of the traditions had only made him appreciate them more. She believed him. Ridge would found his Great House with the hard-earned profits of his own sweat, luck and skill. He would provide its economic base. But she could bring him the intangibles, Kalena thought. If he married her, she would make his Great House into a home.

			If he married her.

			Kalena smiled wryly as she realized where her thoughts had wandered.

			“The mist.” Ridge reined in his creet as he rounded another bend and found himself confronting the shimmering veil. “It hasn’t disappeared.”

			Kalena shook off her private thoughts and moved forward. “The Healers won’t remove it for a while. They’re worried.”

			“About what?”

			“They say there have been signs of Darkness in and around the mountains. They believe in the Light Key, Ridge. That means they also believe in the Dark One. They think the Dark Key has been found.”

			“Is that what they told you last night? I knew I should never have left you alone with those females. A bad influence. Now they’ve gone and filled your head with nonsense and old legends.”

			“Stop grumbling. This veil of theirs would make a fairly interesting legend itself. Not exactly the work of silly, story spinning females. Do you want to stand here all day telling me how full of nonsense the Healers are or would you like me to lead you through this mist of theirs that is strong enough to keep any mere male at bay?”

			“There are times, wife, when your tongue turns exceedingly sharp.” He dismounted. “Lucky for you you’ve got such a tolerant husband.”

			“Now that you’ve got your precious Sand, I expect a great deal of toleration from you. The way I look at it, Fire Whip, you owe me.

			He grinned wickedly. “I always repay my debts.” He held out his hand to clasp Kalena’s and stepped into the mist without any hesitation. A moment later, everyone, including the creets, was safe on the other side. Ridge glanced back speculatively.

			“I wonder how long they’ll leave that there. If no one but you can get through it, Quintel’s going to have himself a problem.”

			“An interesting thought,” Kalena said slowly. “The one who holds the secret of getting through that mist could name her own price.”

			“Don’t get any ideas of being too clever with the trade baron,” Ridge said as he realized what she was thinking. “He always gets what he wants. I know. I’ve spent a lot of years making sure of it.”

			“Then it is you and not Quintel I have to fear, isn’t it?”

			Ridge gave her an odd glance, but didn’t respond to the comment. Instead he asked, “Did the Healers tell you what they plan to do about trading Sand in the future?”

			“Not really. We didn’t discuss it. They’ve got other things on their minds at the moment. I think they fully intend to continue the trade, but it may be a while before they feel safe enough to remove the veil.”

			“If it’s safety they want, Quintel can provide them with an armed guard to watch the mountain pass.”

			“A force of armed men stationed at the entrance of their valley would not be very reassuring to the Healers.”

			Ridge’s mouth twisted. “I guess you’re right. They want nothing to do with men, do they?”

			“They don’t hate men. They simply choose to live without them. It seems to work quite well.”

			“It’s a good thing we didn’t stay any longer in that valley. Those women would have played tricks with your mind,” Ridge stated gruffly.

			For the first time since they had left the valley, Kalena found herself grinning. She was glad Ridge’s back was toward her.

			The trip back along the mountain trail was slower than the one into the valley, just as Ridge had predicted. Loaded with Sand, the creets simply couldn’t make good time.

			Dusk began to settle while they were still some distance from the shelter where Ridge intended to camp for the night. Kalena saw the last rays of the sun slip behind a snow-capped peak and realized she was shivering. She would have been warm enough in her fur-lined cloak, she thought. There was no reason to be so aware of the chill in the air.

			“The shelter is only a short distance away, Kalena. We’ll be there soon.” Ridge spoke reassuringly as he glanced back and saw her folding the cloak more closely about her.

			She nodded in response and struggled to hide her unease. There was an unpleasant feeling of early darkness. It was true that night fell quickly in the mountains, but surely there should be a reasonable period of twilight. The warmth and light of the day seemed to be disappearing far too rapidly. Huddled in the depths of her cloak, she let the creet pick its way around the next turn in the trail. When it came to an abrupt halt behind Ridge’s Greet, she lifted her head.

			“What’s wrong?”

			Ridge didn’t look back; he was studying something that lay ahead of him on the trail, something Kalena couldn’t see. “Nothing.”

			“Why have you stopped?” She jiggled the reins a little to make her creet move up alongside Ridge’s.

			“There a stream across the trail.” He leaned forward, his elbows folded on the pommel of the saddle.

			“We crossed no stream on the trip into the valley.”

			“I know.”

			“Then what—” Kalena stopped short as she caught sight of the foaming black water that emerged from the mountains on one side of the trail, crossed the path and disappeared into the canyon on the far side. Her breath caught in her throat. “Ridge, what is it?”

			“Water.”

			“No, it’s more than that. It wasn’t here when we came this way the first time.”

			“It must have rained somewhere back in the mountains during the night. This is just the runoff. It’s not deep.”

			“I don’t care how deep it is, we can’t cross it,” Kalena whispered with absolute conviction. She didn’t know how she knew that for certain, but she did.

			“Of course we can.” Ridge straightened in the saddle and picked up the reins. “Let’s go.” He walked the creet to the edge of the swiftly moving stream. The bird hesitated, but under Ridge’s urging, it stepped into the current.

			“Ridge, wait,” Kalena called anxiously. “I think we should camp on this side. If it’s just runoff from a rain, it should be gone by tomorrow.”

			“It’s too cold to spend the night out in the open when there’s no need.” Halfway across the stream, Ridge turned in the saddle to regard her impatiently. “Follow me, Kalena.”

			Realizing he wasn’t going to pay any attention to her instinctive dislike of the black water, Kalena tried to make herself approach the stream. The creet lifted its head in a frightened gesture and Kalena knew the poor animal was probably just reacting to her tension. Kalena got herself and the creet to the edge of the water before she became aware of a vague nausea.

			The water wasn’t that deep where it covered the trail. She knew that. Ridge’s creet had only sunk into it up to the tops of its clawed feet. But one ought to be able to see the ground through water that shallow, and Kalena could see nothing but foaming black liquid. She halted the creet.“I can’t cross, Ridge,” she said quietly.

			“Damn it, Kalena, it’s getting late and I want to get to that shelter. What’s the matter with you?”

			“I don’t know. I just know I can’t cross it. I know it as surely as you know you couldn’t go through the white mist that guarded the valley.”

			He scowled at her from the other side of the water. “Kalena, this is no Healer’s trick. It’s just a mountain stream.”

			“The water’s black. I can’t even see through it. Water that shallow should be transparent.”

			“The sun has set and the light is going quickly That’s the only reason the water looks black,” Ridge explained with a patience that annoyed Kalena. “Close your eyes if the sight of the water bothers you. The creet won’t mind it.”

			“I can’t do it, Ridge.” She looked at him pleadingly. “I just can’t do it.”

			“Yes, you can.” He sent his own creet back through the stream. “Here, give me your reins,” he added more gently. “I’ll lead your creet.”

			“No!” Kalena yanked back on the leather, causing her already confused bird to prance in agitation.

			Ridge dropped his arm, making no move to grab the reins again. “Kalena, you have no choice. You have to cross that stream and you must realize it. I don’t know what fantasy you’re weaving in your head, but whatever it is, I can’t allow you to indulge it. There’s no reason to make a cold camp on the trail when warmth and shelter are just a short distance ahead.”

			“Please, Ridge. You must understand. I’m not indulging a fantasy. I simply can’t go through that water.”

			He studied her for a long moment and then the impatience faded from his expression. “All right. I can see you’re really upset. Do you want to sleep on the trail tonight?”

			She nodded vigorously. “Yes, please. I know it will be cold, but with our cloaks and a fire we won’t freeze. Perhaps this water will be gone by tomorrow.”

			He moved his creet a little closer to hers. “Perhaps. Let’s see what we can find in the way of shelter out here.”

			Kalena finally began to relax. He wasn’t going to argue further. “Thank you, Ridge,” she said with grateful relief. “I know this seems like so much female nonsense—but—No! Stop! Please, Ridge.”

			Her sentence ended on a squeak of protest as Ridge leaned forward without any warning and scooped her up out of the saddle. “You’re right,” he said soothingly as he settled Kalena in front of him. “It does seem like so much female nonsense. But it will all be over before you can count to ten.” Holding her firmly with one hand, he grabbed her creet’s reins and started into the Stream.

			“Ridge, no! Please, I beg you...”

			He folded the edge of his cloak around her, covering her face. “Don’t look if it bothers you so much,” he said gently.

			Kalena knew it was too late to struggle. She buried her face against the warmth of his chest, shivering violently even though she had the covering of two cloaks to shield her from the cold. She squeezed her eyes shut and clung to Ridge’s waist.

			Kalena waited for the nausea to overwhelm her, but her stomach stayed calm this time as the creets splashed into the stream. She was aware of an intense cold wafting from the black water, but that was all. Cradled in Ridge’s arms, she made the crossing without further trauma. It was as if the Fire Whip’s own heart was protecting her, she thought, half dazed.

			When the birds were standing firmly on the far side of the water, Ridge loosened his hold on Kalena. She sat up uncertainly and found him watching her with eyes that were both sympathetic and amused.

			“That wasn’t so bad, was it? Now you can look forward to a hot meal, a warm fire and a roof over your head.”

			Kalena still felt a little dizzy. She didn’t look back at the black stream. “What do you want me to say, Ridge? Do you want me to thank you for treating me like a witless child?”

			The sympathy and rather gentle amusement in his eyes disappeared. “A witless wife, not a witless child,” he muttered. “A child would probably have had more sense.”

			She stiffened and made to jump down from her perch. “I’ll ride my own creet the rest of the way.”

			“Am I going to be treated to a night of the sulks?”

			“I’m too tired to spend much time sulking,” she informed him as she climbed into her own saddle. “After the evening meal I’m going straight to sleep.” She picked up the reins and snapped them briskly against the creet’s neck. The bird moved forward obligingly, aware of the promise of shelter and food that lay ahead.

			“Kalena…” Ridge caught up with her, his face set in its familiar grim lines. “I’m sorry for having to carry you across that stream against your will.” His words were stilted. Ridge wasn’t accustomed to apologizing. “But I saw no other choice. I couldn’t let you spend a night shivering on the trail when shelter was within reach. It would have been stupid and irresponsible on my part. As your husband, I’m supposed to look after you. You must learn to trust me.”

			“My mood is unpleasant enough as it is,” she retorted. “Don’t make it any worse by lecturing me on the subject of your husbandly responsibilities and my wifely duties.”

			“I should never have left you alone with those women last night,” Ridge decided gloomily.

			Kalena thought about what had been said after dinner the previous evening. “For once, Ridge, you might actually be right.”

			If Ridge was startled by her unexpected agreement, he didn’t show it.

			 

			Kalena awoke the next morning and found that Ridge had already vacated the pallet. The cloaks they had used as blankets during the night had been pushed aside and she could feel the bite of dawn in the small room. She yawned and wondered why Ridge hadn’t yet lit a fire. Perhaps he didn’t want to waste time on a hot meal this morning.

			She hadn’t exactly sulked the night before, but they had both been unusually quiet. When they had gone to bed Ridge had gathered Kalena close to him but had made no effort to arouse her physically. He had apparently been as exhausted as she.

			The creets stirred restlessly in the stalls that adjoined the main room. Kalena ignored them and studied Ridge, who had opened the door and was staring out into the dark gray dawn that hung over the mountains. There was something wrong. She could feel it. Kalena sat up, gathering her cloak around her.

			“What is it, Ridge?”

			He turned slowly to look back at her. There was a strange expression in his eyes, one Kalena didn’t recognize.

			“We’re lost,” he said simply.

			She stared at him, appalled. “Lost! But that’s impossible. We’re in the shelter on the trail. The same shelter that we used the first time we came through the mountains.”

			“The shelter is here. It’s the trail that’s gone.”

			 

			 

		 
 Thirteen

			 

			 

			Kalena scrambled from the pallet, swinging the cloak around her as she hurried barefoot across the small room. Her feet felt as if they had been immersed in ice before she reached the door. She should have put on her boots, she thought.

			But the sight that greeted her when she reached Ridge’s side was more than enough to make her forget the cold. An endless swirl of gray confronted her. Nothing was visible through it. It enveloped the shelter and the entire surrounding area.

			“Fog?” she suggested hesitantly, knowing the mist was more than that but unwilling to admit it yet.

			Ridge shook his head bluntly. “If it’s fog, it’s unlike any I’ve ever seen. I tried walking out into it. You can’t get more than a few paces before it becomes absolutely impenetrable. The creets won’t be able to see any better than we can. They could walk straight off a cliff in that stuff. We’re trapped here.”

			“If it’s just fog it will burn off by this afternoon.”

			“It isn’t fog, Kalena,”

			“What, then?” She glanced at him questioningly.

			“I wish I knew. I’d say it was another example of the Healers’ tricks, except that we’re too far from their valley” His expression grew more shadowed. “At least, I think we are.”

			“No,” Kalena vowed, “this is no Healer’s trick. I’d know if it had something to do with them.”

			“Because you’re a woman?”

			“Yes, Ridge. Because I’m a woman.” She met his unreadable gaze. “What’s more, I think it’s the fact that you’re a man that makes you so sure this isn’t normal fog. This is connected to that black water that you forced us to cross last night.”

			“You’re letting your imagination get carried away again, Kalena.” He moved past her, striding out into the cold gray atmosphere.

			Kalena watched him for a moment, then hurried across the room to slip into her boots. When she returned to the door all she could see of Ridge was the back of his arm and one booted foot. The rest of his body was lost in the fog. Even as she stared, he disappeared completely.

			“Ridge! Come back here. I can’t see you.”

			He eased back into view slowly. There was a disorienting moment when all she could see were his golden eyes. They gleamed at her through the fathomless gray fierce, fiery pools of heat. Kalena stared into that gaze and saw the elemental predator that the philosophers said lay deep inside every male. It sent a jolt of fear through her.

			“Ridge,” she whispered, unable to move.

			And then he was back, coalescing out of the fog. “It’s all right, Kalena. I was just trying to see if I can find the mountain wall that lines the trail.”

			“Did you?” She swallowed heavily, aware of a peculiar dryness in her throat.

			“No. It’s as if there’s nothing out there but this gray fog.”

			“Surely when the sun has risen this stuff will thin,” she said with a touch of desperation.

			He shrugged and walked back into the shelter, closing the door behind him. “I’ll build a fire. We’re not going anywhere for a while. Might as well eat.”

			They spent a long day in the small shelter. Ridge kept the fire at full blaze, working his way steadily through the pile of wood that was stored in the creets’ stable. The heat was needed to ward off the biting chill. As the day progressed, Kalena felt colder and colder, despite the fire. She kept darting anxious glances out the window, hoping for some indication that the sun was having an effect on the strange grayness that surrounded them. But the fog seemed to grow darker, not lighter as the day passed. During one uneasy moment she had the impression that when darkness fell the mist would convert itself into the same stuff she had encountered in the caverns of Hot And Cold. She sensed that grayness was a temporarily quiescent form of that darker mist.

			“A good thing you always carry emergency food in your saddlebags,” Kalena tried to say lightly as she prepared the evening meal in front of the fire.

			Ridge didn’t answer. He had grown increasingly less communicative as the day went by. Kalena felt uncomfortable under his watchful gaze. She kept remembering the hunter’s eyes she had seen suspended in the fog that morning. Shaking away the image, Kalena tried again to find some topic of conversation.

			“The Healers told me a strange thing about myself, Ridge,” she said thoughtfully. “They said I have the Talent but that it was never developed and trained.”

			“They probably told you that as a way of inducing you to stay behind with them,” he responded shortly.

			She ignored that. “They said Olara knew about my Talent but kept it a secret from me.”

			Ridge swung his intent gaze from the fire to her face. “Now that I can believe. Your aunt wanted to use you. If it’s true you have the Talent, she would have had a problem, wouldn’t she? Healers can’t kill. How did she keep such knowledge from you?”

			Kalena kept her eyes on the fire, wondering why she felt so little warmth from it. “With the techniques a Healer uses to deal with troubled minds. Or so Valica claims.”

			“Ha. It makes a certain kind of sense. It would also verify what I told you a few days ago. Your aunt meant you to die in the attempt to kill Quintel.”

			Kalena threw him a quick glance, then turned back to the fire. “Ridge…”

			“Hush, Kalena. You know I speak the truth. There are very few recorded cases of a Healer willfully committing murder, but in those rare instances, the Healer herself has died in the process or shortly thereafter. Some sort of deep shock sets in or so I’ve heard.”

			Kalena drew a deep breath. “Ridge, if she lied to me about the Talent…”

			“Yes?”

			“She might have lied to me about…about other things.” Kalena concluded in a sad little rush.

			“Such as Quintel being the one responsible for killing the males of your house? Yes, Kalena, she lied.”

			“But why would she do such a thing? It makes no sense.”

			Ridge shrugged. “Who knows? If you want my opinion, she sounds as if she’s a Healer in need of a good Healer.”

			Kalena cradled her chin on her arms as she drew her knees up in front of her. “Ridge, I want to ask you something. Something important.”

			“Ask.”

			“How would you feel if you discovered that someone who had raised you, educated you, cared for you had also lied to you?”

			Ridge let out a deep breath. When he spoke his voice took on that curiously neutral tone that served to emphasize the controlled violence just under the surface of the man. “If I were to discover such a thing about someone I had trusted there would be a reckoning. I would neither forgive nor forget. Do you want me to kill your aunt for you, Kalena? Is that what you’re asking?”

			She was truly shocked. “By the Stones, no! Never would I ask you to do such a thing. Unlike you, Ridge, all I want to do is forget. How could you ask me a question like that?”

			For the first time that day his mouth was briefly edged with a wry smile. “To make you realize that there is nothing you can do except forget your aunt and all her poisonous teachings. It will do you no good to brood on the past. You can do nothing about it. It is beyond you to even exact vengeance for what was done to you.”

			Kalena shook her head in wonder. “You know a few mind tricks of your own, don’t you, Fire Whip? You’re absolutely right. There is nothing I can do about Olara now except put her in the past.”

			“You are not one who can walk the vengeance trail, Kalena, so it’s best not even to contemplate it.”

			“I think you’re getting to know me a little too well, Ridge,” she said with a rueful laugh.

			“I want you to forget your past because your future lies with me.” He looked at her, willing her to meet his gaze. “Do you understand that now, Kalena?”

			“I understand it, Ridge.” As she studied him in the flickering light it seemed to Kalena that the flames on the hearth etched his face in savage lines. The link between them held, but the knowledge of it did nothing to alleviate the wary sensation that was troubling her so deeply tonight. She felt as if there was a third force in the room, sharing the space with her and Ridge. Kalena didn’t like the feeling; it chilled her with fear.

			They went to bed early that night. Ridge made no move to gather Kalena into his arms, however, and for some strange reason she was just as glad. She felt edgy and restless, poised on the border of an uneasiness that threatened to turn into senseless panic. She had to keep telling herself that she had nothing to fear from Ridge. Nevertheless, it was hours before she fell into a troubled sleep.

			Her dreams that night were filled with visions of a bottomless pool of black water, endless gray fog and the golden eyes of a predator who came from the darkest end of the Spectrum. Kalena stirred frequently in her sleep, unconsciously seeking escape, although she couldn’t have said what it was she feared.

			She awoke with a shudder of alarm, the echo of a scream still on her lips. Her heart was pounding as though she had been fleeing a hook viper. The room was pitch dark. All warmth had died in the fireplace and the lamps were out.

			Ridge touched her arm and Kalena jumped. His hand fell away and he made no further move to comfort her. “Are you all right?” His voice was harsh, only remotely concerned. “You screamed.”

			“A bad dream. Ridge, it’s so dark in here.”

			“I’ll rebuild the fire.”

			She felt him leave the pallet, heard him fumbling with the kindling from the pile of wood near the fireplace. A moment later flames flared into life as Ridge used the tiny tube of firegel he carried to ignite the wood. Kalena lay propped on her side, shivering, and looked at Ridge’s harsh profile as he knelt beside the fire. He was wearing only his trousers which he had kept on for warmth.

			The firelight gleamed on his shoulders and was reflected in his eyes. There was something strange about him tonight, something she sensed with every fiber of her being. Something had happened. Tonight he was the Other. Everything in him that was opposite to her was suddenly starkly visible to all her senses.

			Just as that realization struck her, Ridge got to his feet and came toward her. With his back to the fire his face was in deep shadow. Kalena could see only the gleam of his eyes. She edged back as he came across the room with the lazy stride of a prowling hunter.

			Kalena looked up and knew beyond any doubt that a bizarre transformation had taken place. This was not the man to whom she had bound herself, and yet it was Ridge. In the shadows he looked at her in a way she half recognized, even though she had never seen such an expression on his face before. He wanted her, but there was no sensuality in this male predator, only a hunger that fed on conquest and violence.

			“Ridge, you must stop,” she breathed. She sat up and scrambled backward on the pallet until she was against the wall. “Please, stop.”

			He didn’t halt until he was next to the pallet. “Are you afraid of me tonight?”

			Her head lifted proudly as she crouched in front of him. “Yes, Ridge, I’m afraid of you tonight.”

			“Why?” He sounded more amused than curious. But there was no warmth in his amusement. The laughter in him was as cold and ruthless as the hunger in his eyes. All trace of the warm fire that characterized the man was gone.

			Whatever drove him tonight, it wasn’t passion, Kalena knew. She had witnessed his passion, even when it was laced with his anger, and never had he been like this. She had never seen him so utterly and completely cold. Always before, Ridge had been a man of heat and fire when he reached for Kalena in bed.

			“Please don’t touch me, Ridge.”

			“I can do anything I want with you.” He said the words thoughtfully, as if the fact had just occurred to him. He put one knee on the pallet and put out his hand to slide his fingers along her throat. “Anything at all. I can take you and use you and when I’m finished…”

			Wild fear gripped her. Kalena was trapped between him and the wall. He was beyond reason. The gold in his eyes was frozen. Gone was the familiar warmth that characterized everything Ridge said or did. Something was shadowing the fire in him, something that could turn water black and dim a firegel lamp. Something that was a product of the darkening mist that surrounded the shelter.

			“No, Ridge!” Kalena caught at his hand. “You’re my husband. I wear your lock and key around my throat. You are honor bound to protect me, not hurt me. I’m your wife, Ridge.”

			She thought she saw some sign of response in his eyes and hope flared within her. He was staring at the amber lock and key with a faintly puzzled expression, as if a part of him sought to comprehend it.

			“My wife,” he repeated. His hand slowly fell away from her.

			“My woman,” he added in a harsh whisper. “My responsibility is to care for you…”

			“You would never hurt me, Ridge.”

			His eyes lifted back from the lock and key to her strained face. His frown deepened. “No,” he agreed, still sounding vaguely puzzled. “I would never hurt you. You belong to me. You’re a part of me.” He shook his head as if seeking to clear it.

			She was reaching him, Kalena thought. In some way she was getting through to him. Whatever it was that had tried to control him was failing.

			“Ridge, we must get out of here. Even if it means going through that fog. We must leave this place at once.”

			And then all hope died in Kalena as the door crashed open, striking the wall with a violent clatter. A blast of cold air shot through the small room. The fire on the hearth dimmed, but it did not die out completely.

			Kalena looked over Ridge’s shoulder and wanted to scream, but her voice was trapped in her throat. A figure stood in the doorway, a black, hooded cloak swirling around him. In the faint light she couldn’t see more than the shadow of a man’s face under the wide brim of the hood.

			“Go ahead, Fire Whip. Take her if you wish.” The hooded man’s voice was harsh and brittle. “I’m sure my master would not want to deprive you of one last tumble with the woman.”

			Ridge turned slowly, as if the small action required a great effort. He confronted the apparition in the doorway, his hand resting on the sintar in his belt. “Who are you?” he rasped.

			“One who wears the black glass. There are more of us, Fire Whip, and we have need of you. There is a need for the woman, too, but only for a short while. Soon she will be useless. So take her if that is what you want. Perhaps when you are finished, I will enjoy some sport myself. It has been a long time.”

			The arrogant, derisive words seemed to free Ridge from whatever force held him partially in thrall. The sintar suddenly appeared in his hand. He moved toward the cloaked figure in the doorway with savage intent. “No one touches her but me. No one.”

			“I was warned you might make this difficult.”

			Kalena saw the blade in Ridge’s fist begin to glow, and a part of her was violently glad. The fire in him was not yet completely quenched.

			The figure on the threshold fell back before Ridge’s silent advance. Kalena’s flash of relief lasted only a split second. In the next instant a roiling black mist poured through the doorway, swamping the room before Kalena could even shout a warning. The firelight winked out.

			Kalena thought she saw a faint glimmer from the sintar before Ridge and everything was lost in the whirling, seething mist. She opened her mouth to cry out as the darkness seized her, and then she was flung into an endless night. All consciousness fled.

			 

			The first thing Kalena became aware of was the cold. The sensation was relentless, no matter how much she tried to retreat back into unconsciousness. She had heard somewhere that one fell into a deep sleep before one froze to death. But this chill seemed calculated to keep its victims awake while they suffered.

			She opened her eyes to the pale gleam of a lamp hung high above her on a rocky wall. Starkly flaring shadows danced on the stone around her. For a moment she thought she was back in the spa cavern at Hot And Cold. But there was no warmth from the bubbling waters, and this subterranean room was a different shape than the one in which she had been trapped several days earlier. This was a smaller cave, lit by only one lamp. An arched entrance that had been hacked out of the rocky wall was sealed with a barred gate. Beyond the bars she could see an uninviting corridor of stone that vanished into darkness.

			Kalena tried to sit up and discovered that she was bound hand and foot. The hard, stony floor on which she had been tossed like a sack was damp and cold. As she struggled to elevate herself slightly she could feel the stiffness in her muscles. There was no way of telling how long she had been lying in the small chamber.

			“Ridge? Are you here?” She peered into the thick shadows cast by the single lamp.

			“You’re awake.”

			His voice came to her from the depths of a shadow formed by a large boulder on the opposite wall. There was almost no inflection in his words.

			“I’m awake,” she acknowledged. “Are you all right?”

			“I’m not bleeding anywhere and nothing’s broken, if that’s what you mean. But I’m not all right.” He shifted position, emerging slightly from the shadow as he used the surface of the boulder to brace himself in a sitting position. He, too, was tied. Across the short distance of the chamber his golden eyes were brilliant, but as unreadable as his voice. “What about you?”

			“I’m not hurt,” she murmured. “Just stiff and sore. Ridge, where are we?”

			“I don’t know. I only woke up a few minutes ago. That black mist that came through the door…”

			“It was like the mist that trapped me in the pool caves at Hot And Cold.”

			“I was afraid of that.” There was a faint pause. “I should have believed you that night. I thought it was all your imagination.”

			“Given the circumstances, it was perfectly logical for you to think that way.”

			“Dammit, Kalena, don’t go polite on me now. I know this is my fault. If I’d listened to you back in Hot And Cold, maybe none of this would have happened.”

			“I don’t see what difference you could have made. We still would have gone on to the valley and we still would have been trapped on the way back out of the mountains. You were sent to find out what was happening around here, Ridge. It looks as though you’ve begun to get the answers to Quintel’s questions.”

			“I’m beginning to wish Quintel had never asked the questions in the first place.” Ridge groaned. “I should have known that cut of the Sand trade was going to cost me more than a quick trip into the mountains and back.”

			They both heard the scrape of boot leather on the rocky floor of the corridor outside the cave chamber, then saw a flash of lamplight. The barred gate was unlocked and a cloaked and hooded figure stood in the arched opening. When he spoke Kalena knew it was the same man who had entered the shelter during the night.

			“Answers are what we all seek,” the cloaked man said, holding his lamp so that the light added a bit more illumination to the shadowed room. The reflected glare made a mask of his hooded features. “Final, absolute, powerful answers. You, little whore, are going to help provide them, although you will never have the ability to understand what you have done.”

			“Only a fool would insult my wife,” Ridge said softly. “I will remember every word.”

			The hooded head turned in Ridge’s direction. There was a low chuckle that held no grain of real humor. “I am called Griss, and I am anything but a fool. You deserve that label. You have grown soft because of her, Fire Whip. It is dangerous to consort with women. Their power may be weak, but it is insidious and subtle. An unwary man, blinded by his own lust, too often falls victim to it. Fortunately, the damage is usually not permanent. It can be undone. Soon you will understand what I mean.”

			“I assumed that all those fancy magician’s tricks with that black mist had a purpose,” Ridge said bluntly. “You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to get us here. Those were your men back in Adverse? The ones who wore the black glass pendants?”

			“A case of overzealousness, I fear. The fools thought to please their master by delivering you ahead of schedule. You were not meant to be taken until we had proof that the woman was the one who could get through the barrier that guards the Healers’ valley. The two in Adverse paid for their disobedience.”

			“You could say that. They’re dead.”

			The hooded figure nodded somberly. “Of course. Death is the reward for disobedience as well as failure.”

			“Were they the ones who killed Trantel?” Ridge asked.

			“Ah, yes. Trantel was asking too many questions. He was learning too much, you see. He questioned what had driven the hook vipers out of the mountains and he wondered at certain disappearances that have occurred in the neighboring foothills. We needed men, you see. There was work to be done. The Cult of the Eclipse prefers complete secrecy, however. When he began snooping around it became necessary to get rid of him.”

			“The black mist in the caves at Hot And Cold,” Kalena whispered. “You caused it?”

			“The caverns at Hot And Cold are linked to these caverns. Over the years we of the cult have explored most of the passages and not long ago we found the ones that lead from the core of the mountains to the pool caverns. We wished to test the black fog. It is a recent creation of our master’s, and we were curious to know if it could counter the residual power that flows in the water of those hot springs, it would have been interesting to see its effects against you, too, although we did not intend to take you that night. As I said, it was necessary to see if you could get into the Healers’ valley before any move was made.”

			“You learned that the black mist couldn’t overcome even the minor power of the Light Key that is in the water,” Kalena observed with satisfaction.

			“It is only matter of time. The mist is being perfected daily. It was finely tuned enough to affect the Fire Whip in the shelter, was it not? You yourself saw that. Of course, it has an affinity for males. Against women it is a weapon. But when used on men it enhances all the power in them that comes from the Dark end of the Spectrum. That power grows daily among those of us in the Cult of the Eclipse. When the Light Key has been destroyed, nothing will stand in our way.”

			Kalena shivered. “You can’t be serious. Nothing can destroy the Light Key.”

			“So stupid females such as the High Healers would have us all believe. Women know nothing of real power. They exist only because of the indulgence of males, although in their arrogance, women refuse to admit it. Whatever small power a woman possesses derives from the Light end of the Spectrum, the weak end. All men know that ultimately the Dark end is stronger than the Light. You will find that out for yourself when the Keys are brought together.”

			“That can’t be done,” Kalena stated softly.

			“Of course it can be done, little whore. Why do you think the Dawn Lords took such care to separate and hide the Keys if it could not be done?”

			Ridge answered. “What makes you and your kind think you have more knowledge than the Dawn Lords? You’re fools to play with power you can’t possibly comprehend.”

			“No, Fire Whip. It is you and the other males who have allowed themselves to become tainted with the Light end of the Spectrum who are the fools. You will flock to us soon enough when we have shown you the truth.”

			“But what will you do if you manage to destroy the Light Key?” Kalena asked desperately. “What’s the point of taking such risks?”

			“Don’t you understand anything, whore? The Cult of the Eclipse will know no boundaries on its power once we have subdued the Light Key. We can then go on to discover the hiding places of the Stones themselves. Without its Key the Light Stone of Contrast will be unable to withstand the power of the Dark.”

			“You don’t know what you’re saying,” Kalena whispered. “If it’s true that the Keys actually exist and if the Stones themselves are real, than you dare not try to destroy any of them. The lines of power that run between them form the Spectrum. If you destroy one end of the Spectrum, the other end becomes meaningless. The instability that would result could destroy our continent, perhaps our world.”

			“No,” the hooded man snapped with cold arrogance, “that is only a story spun by women. The truth is that the destruction of the Light Stone will free the total power of the Dark. The ones who control the Dark Stone’s Key ultimately control the Stone itself.”

			“And who,” Ridge asked grimly, “will control the Dark Key? Who the hell are you?”

			The man reached inside his cloak and held out the pendant of black glass he wore. Lamplight flickered on the dark glass, producing an odd effect, as if faint sparks danced for a moment on the surface of the pendant. “I am a member of the Cult of the Eclipse, Fire Whip. That is all you need to know. You and the woman have both been brought here to serve the cult.”

			“How?”

			“You have spent too long with the woman, Fire Whip. She has indeed dulled your mind. Don’t you understand yet? The Keys can be handled by a very few. According to the ancient books, only a man who can make the steel forged in Countervail glow with fire is capable of holding the Dark Key.” The cloaked figure turned to glance disparagingly at Kalena. “And only a special Healer who has never been trained to heal can handle the Light Key, because the power it will draw must be in its raw, unformed state. In addition to their talents, these two people must balance each other on the Spectrum. So say the great books of mystery and the Mathematics of Paradox.”

			“How long have you known of our existence?” Kalena was stunned by what the man was saying. Her voice was a thin thread of sound that was barely audible in the rocky chamber.

			“We knew you were the ones we sought shortly after you came to Crosspurposes to conduct your whore’s business, trade wife. When the trade marriage was negotiated we knew that the forces of logic and destiny had finally worked themselves to their ultimate conclusion. It was said the groom was one who could make the steel of Countervail glow and the bride was one who might have been a Healer had she been so trained because the Talent ran in the women of her family. The two of you had formed an alliance and were bound for the Heights of Variance. All the signs were right. We decided to act.”

			“Are you saying you’ve got access to the Dark Key?” Ridge asked roughly.

			“Oh, yes. It is in our possession, although none of us can touch it yet. That is for you to do, Fire Whip. Your whore will soon leave for the valley of the Healers to bring back the Light Key. Then the two of you will have the task of bringing the Keys into contact with each other.”

			“My wife,” Ridge said with dangerous emphasis, “knows nothing about the location of the Light Key.”

			“The High Healers will show her.” The man seemed unconcerned. “They cannot touch it themselves, but they know its location. It has been their secret for generations. They will give it to her because in their foolishness they will choose to believe that in her hands it will be stronger than the Dark Key.”

			“If what you say is so,” Ridge gritted, “then I will not allow Kalena to bring back the Light Key.”

			“You will have no choice in the matter, Fire Whip.”

			The hooded man took a few paces into the room, his cloak swinging around his booted feet. The light reflected upward from the lamp, revealing more of his features. Kalena knew she would never forget that beaked nose, his thin, brutal mouth and dark eyes that reminded her of bottomless pools of black water.

			“Listen to me, whore,” he rasped, halting a short distance away from Kalena. “You have a task ahead of you. Do you understand it now? You are to return to the valley of the Healers. They will show you the location of the Light Key. You must bring it back down the trail with you. There you will be met and brought here to carry out your destiny.”

			Ridge’s voice was a snarl of anger. “She will not do your bidding, you fool. She is my wife and she will do as I say.”

			The hooded man chuckled. “It is precisely because she has been in your bed that she will follow my instructions. We soon realized that the physical union between the two of you was a necessary part of all this. You have done your job well, Fire Whip. You have possessed her completely, and in so doing you have bound the woman to you. There is always a danger in such unions because they can weaken a man, but this time I think it will work to our advantage.” He turned back to Kalena. “You will go to the valley, won’t you whore? You know what will happen to your lover if you don’t.”

			“Damn you,” Ridge gritted. “Leave her alone.”

			Kalena glanced at him and then back at her captor. “You will kill him if I don’t return with the Key.”

			“Ah, I see that you are not entirely brainless after all. Always the chance of that in a woman. Silly, stupid creatures.” The hooded man swung back toward the door. “Food will be brought to you and you will be given a short rest. You will need your strength for the trip back to the valley. Then you will be sent on your way.” He walked out of the chamber without a backward glance. The barred gate clanged shut behind him.

			Silence descended. Kalena looked across at Ridge, who sat with his back against the boulder. “I must go, Ridge. You know that.”

			“You will let them lead you out of these caves, but they can’t follow you into the valley. As soon as you’re on the other side of the veil, tell the Healers what’s happening. They might be able to get a message to Quintel. He commands enough men who know what they’re doing with sintars and crossbows. He should be able to flush out these bastards.”

			Kalena said nothing, knowing in her heart that such a plan was hopeless against these men in their hidden caverns. She stared at Ridge helplessly.

			“Do you hear me, Kalena?”

			“I hear you, Ridge.”

			He closed his eyes in grim despair. “But you’re going to try to bring back the Light Key, regardless, aren’t you?”

			“I will seek another way of freeing you, Ridge, but if there is none, then I will have to try the Key.”

			Ridge opened his eyes. “Why?”

			“You’re my husband. I can’t abandon you,” she said gently. “Would you leave me to my fate if you were the one who had been told to fetch the Key?”

			His face was stark. “You know the answer to that.”

			She nodded, smiling thinly. “Of course. You would return for me.”

			“You belong to me, Kalena”

			“It works both ways.”

			He leaned his head back against the rock. “You must realize that neither of us is meant to survive the confrontation of the Keys. If the legends are right, they’ll destroy us. There is no point in your returning with the Light Key, Kalena. Either way, you can’t hope to get me out of here. Leave me to my own devices. I’ve been in messy situations before this. I’ve learned a few tricks.”

			“This is different, Ridge. I know it deep inside. The only way out of this is with the Keys.”

			“If they exist and if we try to bring them together, we’ll only succeed in killing each other.”

			“I’m not so sure of that, Ridge. It might be true that two people selected at random would have no chance, but I’m beginning to understand there was no real element of chance involved in our marriage. If our coming together has been fated, then perhaps that is because we are the ones who can control the Keys.”

			“Kalena, no one can control the Keys. That’s the whole point of the legends!”

			“The Healers believe I can control the Light Key.”

			He looked at her sharply. “They told you that?”

			She nodded. “Right after you were dismissed from dinner.”

			He sucked in his breath. “You didn’t tell me.”

			“I didn’t want to talk about it. They told me I had a duty, you see. An obligation to take the Light Key from its hiding place. But I’d had enough of having everyone lecture me on the subject of my responsibilities. First there was my aunt…”

			“And then there was your husband,” Ridge added wryly.

			“Umm, yes.” She realized she was slightly amused by the way he had said that. “And then a bunch of strangers in an even stranger valley tell me my obligations. One of these days, Ridge, I’m going to make my own decisions and determine exactly what will bind me. But in the meantime, I don’t seem to be able to escape certain responsibilities.”

			“If you value your duty to obey your husband, you will do as I say and not come back out of the valley until Quintel has cleaned out this cult,” Ridge told her roughly.

			Kalena wrinkled her nose at him. “The problem is that I value my husband more than I value my obligation to obey him. I will be back, Ridge.”

			“Stubborn, illogical, irrational female.” He swore softly and let his head rest against the stone behind him.

			“Look at the positive side, Ridge. Maybe with all those faults you’ll be less likely to grow bored with me during the course of our short marriage.”

			His eyes flared briefly. “This is no joke, Kalena. If you don’t realize how dangerous this situation is, then you are more foolish than that man in the cloak said you were.”

			She sighed. “I’m sorry, Ridge. I assure you I’m taking this all quite seriously. The truth is, I’m scared to death. Maybe that’s why I tried such a poor joke.”

			Ridge was silent for a while, then finally said, “The last thing you could ever do is bore me, Kalena, regardless of how long the marriage lasts.”

			Something in her unknotted a little at the warmth in his words. “Thank you, trade husband. I can say without any reservation that I return the compliment in full measure. Life has not been dull with you.”

			He groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

			Kalena fell silent again for a few minutes, then asked the question that had been hovering in the back of her mind. “Ridge?”

			“Yes?”

			“Do you think of me as a whore because I signed that trade marriage contract with you?”

			The gold in his eyes was molten with the controlled fire of his fury. If Ridge had been holding his sintar, Kalena knew the steel would have glowed. But his voice was unnaturally even as he spoke.

			“You are my wife, Kalena. I will slit the throat of any man who calls you whore. Before this is over, the one named Griss will learn his lesson in manners the hard way. I will see to it if it’s the last thing I do in this world. Unlike you, I’m quite capable of walking the vengeance trail.”

			Kalena couldn’t think of anything to say to that. She swallowed and lapsed back into silence. Perhaps she should try to get some rest. The journey back to the valley would be a long one.

			“Kalena?”

			“What is it, Ridge?”

			“This marriage of ours…” he began deliberately.

			“What about it?”

			“It’s going to last as long as we both can draw breath.”

			Kalena felt warmed by the determination in his words. “I wouldn’t dream of arguing with you, husband. A good wife always defers to her husband’s superior judgment.”

			Ridge choked back a rare laugh. “Why is it that you wait until we are in a situation such as this to show me how obedient you can be?”

			“I told you, I don’t want you to grow bored.” Kalena paused. “I’ve been thinking about the creets, Ridge.”

			“What a thing to worry about now!” he said brusquely. “I’m sure they’re fine. They probably got left behind in the shelter. They’ll have plenty of food. And when they get tired of gorging themselves, I wouldn’t be surprised if they amused themselves playing a few more of the kind of games that shocked you so much that day by the stream.”

			“You really think they’ll be all right?”

			Ridge smiled grimly. “I think they’ll be fine. Nice to know some members of this troupe of gallant adventurers are having a good time on the trip, isn’t it?”

			 

			Griss and another cloaked man came for Kalena after she had slept uneasily for what she estimated was an hour. After giving her a small amount of food, her ankles were silently untied and she was led to the threshold of the dark corridor.

			Helplessly, Ridge watched her being taken away from him. “Kalena!”

			She glanced back at him over her shoulder, aware that her captors weren’t going to let her have any lingering farewells. “Yes, Ridge?”

			“Remember what I said.”

			She smiled mistily, thinking of his impossible orders to hide in the valley with the Healers. “I will remember that I am your wife, Ridge, and not your whore.”

			He had no chance to respond. Kalena was yanked through the opening and pushed down the bleak underground passage.

			 

			 

		 
 Fourteen

			 

			 

			It was a long walk up the mountain trail without a creet. Kalena had been led back to the surface through an endless series of twisting corridors. She had been blindfolded, but even without the covering over her eyes she was certain she would never have been able to remember the way through the convoluted passages. Eventually, the blindfold had been ripped from her eyes and she had been thrust into the bright sunlight that gleamed on the snowy peaks of the Heights of Variance.

			Without a creet.

			Parts of the trail looked familiar, and Kalena assumed she had been left within a day’s walk of the valley. At least she hoped it was a day’s walk. She had been given her cloak and nothing else, not even a small tube of firegel. If she was forced to spend the night on the trail she would be lucky not to freeze to death.

			She consoled herself with the thought that her captors did not want her to die just yet. Therefore, she must be close enough to the valley to reach it by sundown.

			Thoughts of Ridge waiting in darkness and the insanity she had seen in Griss’ eyes kept her moving steadily throughout the day. The sound of water caught her attention at one point. Surely she had noticed that small waterfall on the first two trips along the trail. If she remembered correctly, it had been fairly close to the section of the pass that had been blocked by the shimmering veil.

			But the veil did not come conveniently into sight around the next bend. Kalena kept going. Her feet were tired and her legs ached from the endless climb. She didn’t bother to stop for lunch. No one had thought to give her any food to take with her. Presumably, that was another indication that she was reasonably near her destination. She could have used the food, she thought dismally. Her energy sources were failing rapidly. Probably as a result of all the emotional trauma she had been through as much as the actual physical exertion. She was getting very cold. The exercise and the cloak had kept her reasonably warm earlier in the day, but they were both becoming less efficient as she tired.

			She had her head down and was leaning into the climb, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, when she rounded one last bend shortly before sundown and found herself confronting the shimmering veil of white.

			Kalena halted abruptly swaying a little with exhaustion as she examined the barrier. It looked the same as it had yesterday. Was it only yesterday she and Ridge had left the valley? For the first time she realized she was uncertain of just how much time had passed in the caves of the Cult of the Eclipse.

			Frowning a little, she stepped through the gleaming veil, experiencing the now familiar brief, pleasant sensation, and then she was on the other side. The valley stretched below, as green and beautiful as she remembered it. Kalena drew a deep sigh of relief and started down the trail.

			Her return to the valley was noticed as soon as she began to walk along one of the paths between the extensive gardens. Women who had been working in the fields dropped their tools and came toward her, converging from all directions. Arona was one of the first to meet her. Her eyes were wide and anxious as she examined Kalena’s weary face.

			“Valica was right. The time is at hand, isn’t it?” the Healer asked worriedly. “You have come for the Key.”

			“I’ll bet Valica is right a great deal of the time, isn’t she?” Kalena smiled bleakly. “I should have known.”

			Valica was already making her way through the throng of women, her aristocratic features set in lines of deep concern. “Are you all right, Kalena?”

			“I think so. Just a little tired. I’ve been walking since dawn. Tell me, how long ago did Ridge and I leave?”

			Valica looked startled. “Three days.”

			“One whole day,” Kalena said bemusedly. “We lost one whole day in that cave before we awoke.”

			“What cave?” Valica took her arm, signaling for the others to step aside. “Where is your husband? Kalena, what has happened?”

			“What you said would happen, Valica. I have a need for the Light Key. Ridge will die if I don’t take it back with me to the caves.”

			“What are these caves you keep talking about?” Arona demanded, hurrying alongside as Kalena was guided to a nearby cottage.

			“I’m not sure where they are, although one of the entrances to them is within a day’s walk of here. They are inhabited by a really nasty crowd of males. Ever heard of a group called the Cult of the Eclipse?”

			Valica’s breath hissed sharply between her teeth. “They are only a legend!”

			“I guess they’re as much a legend as the Keys. They seemed very real to me. Too real.”

			“It is all as bad as we here in the valley had feared. Come,” Valica said with authority, “you must eat and rest. We can talk later.”

			“I haven’t got a lot of time, Valica. I must return with the Key as soon as possible.”

			“We will discuss this after you have eaten.”

			There was no disagreeing with Valica’s tone of voice, and in truth Kalena didn’t feel much like arguing, anyway. She was tired and hungry and knew she couldn’t walk back down the trail at night. When she was urged into a small cottage and told to sit down she did so with a great deal of gratitude.

			Hot, comforting food was brought at once, and for the first time since she was a young child, Kalena found herself being served by someone other than a paid servant. It made her feel a little awkward, but nothing got in the way of her need to fill her empty stomach.

			Valica, Arona and a handful of others sat around her, watching anxiously as she consumed the meal. Between bites of food, Kalena told them everything that had happened since she and Ridge had left the valley. When she finished, Valica was silent. Arona spoke first. She was clearly agitated, her expression haunted with concern.

			“You would go back to the caves with the Light Key for the sake of this man, Ridge? That’s foolish, Kalena. He is a man and he has been captured by men. Let him work out his own destiny. You are safe here in the valley. You must stay here.”

			Kalena just looked at her, helpless to explain. “He is my husband,” she finally said. “His destiny is my destiny. Valica once said there are always choices. I have made mine. I will share my future with Ridge.” She knew that probably wasn’t sufficient justification in Arona’s eyes for what she intended to do. But Kalena was too exhausted to try and explain the often uneasy bonds the marriage had established between her and Ridge, let alone the demands of honor and duty involved. In that moment Kalena wasn’t sure she could have explained them to herself, much less anyone else. She only knew she could not hide in the warmth of the valley while Ridge lay awaiting his fate in the cold caverns of the cult. “He is the other half of myself. My opposite on the Spectrum. Together we form a whole, Arona. Do you understand?”

			“No,” Arona snapped, “I don’t understand. He is a male. You don’t need him.”

			Valica raised her hand, quickly demanding attention. “There is no point in argument. Kalena must go back with the Key. She has no choice. We have known this time was coming and now it is upon us. There is no way to avoid the confrontation of the Keys. These events were set in motion eons ago and cannot be halted.”

			“But all the legends state that the Keys must not be brought together!” one of the other women protested.

			Valica shook her head. “No, the legends state that it is very dangerous to bring them together, not that such an event must not happen at all. The ancient manuscripts claim that certain people may control the Keys. Bestina was convinced and I am equally sure that Kalena is a woman who can handle the Light Key. Perhaps this man Ridge is the one meant to handle the Dark Key.”

			“What will happen if we don’t allow Kalena to return to the caves with the Light Key?” Arona challenged.

			Valica looked at her sadly. “Then the Darkness that has been growing gradually around us will continue to grow until it begins to reach beyond the mountains. Soon it will touch the small villages and towns of our land. Ultimately, it will have to be stopped. Better to do it now, before it has gained too much strength. Balance must be reestablished or there will be worse to come in the future.”

			All the women were silent then. Further argument was out of the question and they all knew it. Kalena ran a hand through her thick, windblown curls, sweeping back some of the hair that had fallen forward. She felt obliged to be honest about the whole business that lay before her.

			“I think I should tell you, Valica, that I didn’t come here to save your mountains, the land beyond or even a village or two. Surely I would know if I had been fated for that kind of destiny. I’m quite sure I’m not the one you’ve been waiting for all these years. I hate to say it, but I’m afraid there’s been some sort of mistake. But if I can handle the Key, I will take it back with me to the caves because that seems to be the only way I can free Ridge.”

			Valica’s expression was wise and gentle. “Your reasons are not important, Kalena. The fact that you are here is all that matters.” She got to her feet. “But right now you need rest. We will leave you for a few hours. Use the time to renew your strength. You will need it.”

			The other women rose to follow Valica out of the cottage. Kalena watched them go, wanting to argue that she should do whatever had to be done as soon as possible. But she kept quiet, knowing Valica was right. Kalena could feel the exhaustion deep in her bones. Trying to make her way back to the caves in the dark would be too dangerous. She might as well rest until dawn.

			It seemed that the cottage door had no sooner closed on the last of the women than Kalena found herself too drowsy even to think about what lay ahead of her. She stretched out on the pallet without bothering to undress. Closing her eyes, she wondered vaguely if there might have been some Healer’s sleeping potion in the food. Sleep came quickly, bringing no dreams.

			Kalena awoke shortly before dawn, deeply refreshed. She lay still for a moment, gazing at the darkened sky outside the window. For some reason, one of Olara’s teachings drifted through her mind.

			All darkness, whether that of night or that of the black mist used by the Cult of the Eclipse, belonged to the shadowed end of the Spectrum. Darkness in and of itself was neither good nor bad; it was simply at the opposite end of the Spectrum from that which was light. But extremes at either end of the Spectrum became dangerous. They needed to be balanced. It was the function of light to balance dark, just as it was the role of the feminine to balance the masculine.

			Kalena understood that actions, elements or people which originated at the farthest ends of the Spectrum were potentially more dangerous than those that came from some point in the middle because it took more power to balance them. It would take a great deal to counter the black mist, for example. The energy released in doing so could be very dangerous.

			Kalena didn’t want to contemplate how much energy might be discharged in any attempt to force the Dark Key and the Light Key together.

			She sat up on the edge of the pallet just as a knock sounded on the cottage door.

			“You are welcome,” she called softly.

			The door opened to reveal Arona standing on the threshold. She carried a lamp in her right hand. “I wish you good morning, my friend.”

			Kalena smiled. “Thank you. You didn’t by any chance bring some food, did you? I seem to be ravenous this morning.”

			Arona’s beautiful dark eyes were full of regret. She came forward, set down the lamp and seated herself on the pallet beside Kalena. “I’m sorry, Kalena. Valica says you are not to eat until later. There are things that must be done first.”

			Kalena yawned and stretched her arms high over her head. She felt good this morning, strong and renewed and full of life. “What things?”

			“The Key...”

			“Ah, yes, the Key. When do I get it?”

			“You must go into the ice and retrieve it yourself, Kalena. None of us can touch it.”

			“Ice? So it is hidden in ice just as the legends say. Does that mean that the Dark Key is hidden in fire?”

			Arona dismissed Kalena’s curiosity. “Probably. The damn legends seem to have been more or less accurate so far. Pay attention, Kalena, please. I don’t think you should do this. The Keys are dangerous. Everyone knows that. If you don’t feel you are the one to handle the Light Key, then you may be right, in spite of what Valica says. You shouldn’t take the risk. No man is worth it.”

			Kalena thought for a moment, trying to come up with a reason Arona could accept. “There is more to this than a man’s life, Arona. There is a matter of honor involved.”

			“Honor!”

			Kalena drew up her knees and rested her chin on folded arms. “I’m afraid so. I am a married woman, Arona. A married woman does not desert her husband unless the alliance between them has been officially ended. I have been somewhat lax in matters of duty lately,” Kalena went on with a sigh. “I wonder if Aunt Olara knows yet just how poorly I’ve done.”

			“Kalena, you have a right to think of yourself!”

			“I know. I’ve been telling myself that for a long time.” She smiled wryly at the other woman. “I know what you’re thinking, Arona. I understand what you’re trying to say. But you must try to comprehend what it’s like to grow up as a member of a Great House. You can never really escape the obligations imposed on you. The honor of the House must always be upheld. From the cradle onward, children are taught that they hold the House honor in their hands. They must protect it. The burden is on the women of the House as well as the men. Under normal circumstances, a woman’s obligations are carried out in traditional ways. She is obedient to her father when she is living under his roof and faithful to her husband when she marries. As a wife she respects her House lord’s authority, bears his children and is responsible for instructing them in the ways of honor and responsibility. Usually it’s all very simple and straightforward, if rather dull.”

			“Kalena, you are not bound by the traditional obligations. You are the last of your House,” Arona argued.

			“Yes, well, I’m afraid all that means is that my obligations were a little untraditional. They didn’t just fade away into thin air. Since the summer of my twelfth year, Arona, I have known exactly what was required of me. I failed in my duty. Because of that failure I find myself married and surrounded by a whole new set of responsibilities. I’d prefer not to fail my responsibilities a second time. It is hard enough to live with the knowledge that I failed once. I am bound to Ridge. I cannot abandon him.”

			“Even if what you are going to do will get you killed?”

			“If I don’t succeed in freeing him, then I myself will never be free. Think about it, Arona, for you are no freer than I. You would die to protect this valley and your friends here, would you not?”

			Arona blinked once in abrupt understanding. “Of course.”

			“You see? There is precious little freedom once the basic choice has been made. I’m beginning to think that freedom isn’t the important issue. The crucial thing is that we are all given some degree of choice. After we have made our decisions, we must live with them.” Kalena grimaced and decided to change the subject. “Are you sure I can’t have something to eat? I really am very hungry.”

			“Oh, Kalena, I wish I could bring you a meal, but…” Arona’s anxious voice trailed off as Kalena grinned at her.

			“But you can’t because you have a sense of honor and duty, too, Arona. You owe yours to the women of this valley and especially the one you have chosen to lead you. Valica says I don’t eat this morning so you can’t possibly bring me any food. Sometimes life is very simple and straightforward.”

			Reluctantly Arona smiled. “Sometimes it is. I imagine it gets more complicated when there is no longer a clear-cut knowledge of duty to guide us.”

			The silence that fell between the two women was broken by another knock on the door. When Kalena called a welcome, Valica appeared on the threshold. She glanced at Arona, her eyes softening slightly in unspoken understanding and then she turned to Kalena.

			“You are ready?”

			Respectfully, Kalena stood up. “As ready as I will ever be.”

			Valica came into the room and closed the door behind her. “In a little while we will go to where the Key is hidden, but first we will burn some Sand.” She removed the delicate brazier from her belt and held it out to Kalena.

			Kalena stared at the object in surprise. “But I am not a Healer.”

			“Only because you lack training. As I told you, I believe you have the Talent. We will find out soon enough when you burn the Sand.”

			Confused, Kalena took the small brazier from Valica’s hand. “But why? What will this prove?”

			The older woman raised an eyebrow in mild amusement and lowered herself to sit cross-legged on a pillow near the small table. She waved Kalena to a seat beside her. “It is not meant to prove anything, only to give you some confidence and understanding.”

			Kalena sat down slowly, staring at the brazier and remembering all the times she had longed to test herself with the Sand. “My aunt told me she was certain I didn’t have the Talent.”

			“Olara lied to you because she had other goals for you. It is very difficult to turn a young girl with the Talent into an assassin. She could not risk exposing you to the Sand. If you had been allowed to develop your Talent, you would have become a very poor instrument of revenge.”

			Kalena touched the brazier, captivated by the fine workmanship of the device. “I allowed her to keep me from trying the Sand, but I disobeyed her on another matter. I slept with my husband. Afterward, I knew at once that I had been weakened in some way. I hope that weakness will not affect what I must do now”

			“You were not weakened by the act of sharing the pallet with the Fire Whip. The bond you established with Ridge was one involved with life. It countered the bond of death Olara had placed on you. It made you stronger, not weaker. Burn the Sand, Kalena. You will see just how strong this new bond has become.”

			Kalena hesitated, uncertain for the first time since she had awakened that morning. “I’m afraid,” she heard herself whisper.

			“There is nothing to fear, Kalena. Not yet, at any rate.” Valica took a small, embroidered pouch from her belt, untied the thong that held it closed and handed it to Kalena.

			Kalena’s fingers shook slightly as she accepted the pouch. In spite of what her aunt told her, she had always been drawn toward the Sand, had always been very curious about it. She remembered the fierce resentment she had experienced over not knowing exactly what to do the night the woman in the inn had given birth. Now, at last, she was about to find out for certain if she did, indeed, possess some measure of raw Talent.

			“Only a pinch,” Valica instructed softly. “Too much of the Sand at once can be dangerous. Ignite the firegel in the brazier and then throw just a bit of Sand into it. When the smoke rises, inhale it and look into yourself. I cannot explain the process more clearly. It will explain itself.”

			Carefully, Kalena set the brazier on the low table, moved the tiny lever that let the catalyst into the gel and waited for the glow of heat. When the tiny pool of firegel flared with the light and warmth, Kalena took a pinch of the white Sand and cautiously dropped it into the brazier. At once a tiny plume of white smoke appeared.

			“Now,” Valica murmured.

			Kalena leaned forward and took a deep breath. The smoke stung her nostrils the way hot spices sting the tongue. She closed her eyes and inhaled again.

			“Enough.” Valica touched Kalena’s shoulder and pulled her away from the white smoke. “Only a very little is required. Remember what I said. Too much can be dangerous, not only to you but to those around you.” She reached out and snapped the cover over the tiny brazier. The firegel died and the smoke disappeared.

			Kalena sat perfectly still, kept her eyes closed and waited. She wished she knew exactly what it was she waited for. Perhaps there would be a light-headed sensation or maybe she would feel unusually alert. The truth was, only a trained Healer knew what to expect. If she had no real Talent after all, Kalena knew she would feel nothing.

			“Yourself, Kalena. You are the patient. You must look into yourself.”

			Valica’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. Kalena obeyed, turning her attention inward, trying to focus on the last daughter of the House of the Ice Harvest.

			There was a timeless moment during which Kalena felt as though she were standing on one side of a curtain. Mentally she put out a hand to sweep the veil aside. The barrier seemed to disintegrate even as Kalena touched it, and she saw what had been hidden.

			Diagnosing this patient was no trick at all. Nor did she need any Healer’s training to evaluate what she saw. Kalena of the House of the Ice Harvest, temporary trade wife to a man who could claim no House or respectable heritage, was pregnant.

			Pregnant. The raw energy of a new life burned within her. A life she had created with Ridge, the Fire Whip.

			The shock of it brought Kalena out of her small trance as abruptly as if she had been doused with ice water. Her lashes lifted quickly and she found herself gazing directly into Valica’s understanding eyes.

			“I’m pregnant.” The stark words hung in the air.

			“I thought it might be so.” Valica nodded in quiet satisfaction. “But how could it have happened? There was only one night when I failed to take the selite powder.”

			“One night is all that is required, as a great many women have discovered to their everlasting amazement.” Amusement tinged Valica’s words as she carefully resealed the Sand pouch. “Don’t chide yourself. I think it was meant to happen.”

			Bewildered, Kalena glanced at the unlit brazier. “But why?”

			“Because you are about to take up the Light Key. And even though you are the one born with the heritage and the Talent to do so, it will not be an easy task. You must be as strong as it is possible for a woman to be.” Valica touched her hand. “Kalena, you must know that right now you are at the height of a woman’s power. You hold the future within you. It is a direct counterpoint to the chaos and darkness that marks the opposite end of the Spectrum. It is time to take the Key from its hiding place.”

			Kalena nodded once, accepting, even welcoming the inevitable. She knew herself ready in a way she couldn’t explain. “It is time.”

			In silence Valica led the way out of the cottage. The first, faint gray of dawn was just beginning to touch the peaks that guarded the valley. Kalena followed the older woman unquestioningly. Arona fell into step behind her, and as the three of them made their way through the gardens and rich, planted fields, other women joined the silent procession.

			Valica took a path that climbed out of the valley into the biting chill of the coming dawn. The trail was different than the one Kalena and Ridge had followed in and out of the valley. This path was steep, rising swiftly into snow and ice. The women climbed for over an hour, Valica in the lead. No one spoke.

			When Valica at last came to a halt, the gray of dawn was giving way to the first tinge of color. The older woman stood with her cloak wrapped around her and nodded toward an opening in the ice.

			“The ancient manuscripts say the Key is hidden in there, Kalena. No one I know has ever been inside the ice cave. I cannot tell you what you will find, only that the time has come to discover it. Go and bring it forth. We will wait for you.”

			Kalena hesitated, waiting for some last words of wisdom or guidance. None were forthcoming, and she knew that she was on her own. Valica and the others could not help her. Slowly, she turned and walked toward the yawning entrance carved of ice.

			The white tunnel was not pitch dark. As the sky overhead continued to lighten, so did the interior of the ice cave. Light filtered dimly through the ice, providing a shadowed path. Kalena followed that path, stepping carefully on the icy floor. As long as she was careful she did not feel in any real danger of slipping. The floor of the cave seemed to have been paved with small blocks of ice. The tiny ridges between the blocks gave her feet a purchase.

			A few meters inside the cave the tunnel curved. When Kalena rounded the bend she found herself in a large white cavern. The interior was still shadowed, but it lightened steadily as dawn came to the mountains. The promise of light was everywhere in the ice chamber. It was reflected in the elaborately carved formations of frozen crystals that hung from the ceiling. It danced faintly on the white floor and gleamed from the surface of the high table that stood in the middle of the room. It hinted at a dazzle that could blind. It was energy and power and life waiting to be released.

			Waiting for her touch, Kalena thought in sudden realization. She would release it and give it focus. It was her destiny. The knowledge went through her with brilliant clarity, touching all her senses.

			Kalena’s gaze fell on the table and she went toward it slowly. It was carved out of a single block of opaque ice that had been hewn into a strong, powerful design. It didn’t rest on legs, but was solid from the floor to the surface. Kalena came to a halt in front of it and found herself looking down into a pool of clear ice that filled the interior of the structure. At the bottom of the ice rested a case made of silvery white metal.

			Kalena knew beyond any doubt that for untold generations nothing had penetrated the clear ice in which the case was imbedded. How long it had lain in this cave was anyone’s guess. The Healers had protected it well, although Kalena was not sure the case had ever really needed much protection. There was something forbidding about the simple case frozen in ice. If her need had not been so great, if her inner knowledge had not blossomed forth with such fierce certainty, she could never have brought herself to even attempt to retrieve it.

			She examined the surface of the ice, wondering what it would take to melt it. Perhaps she would need to go back outside and ask Valica for a pot of firegel.

			Kalena was tentatively considering that action when she lightly put her gloved hand on the ice. It trembled slightly beneath her fingertips, startling her. Hastily she removed her hand. A faint indentation had been left where she had touched the clear, crystal hard surface.

			Cautiously, Kalena removed her glove and tensed herself. Then, very slowly, she let her bare hand rest on the ice.

			The frozen liquid quivered again, sending a shudder through Kalena as well as the ice. She nearly jerked her hand away as the jolt went through her whole body. But it was too late. The pool of ice trembled, fractured and splintered beneath the touch of her warm palm. She felt nothing more than a slight coolness that was far from the burning cold of solid ice. Even as she stared down into the crystal clear pool, it dissolved completely. Her hand was immersed in transparent water.

			“By the Stones!” Kalena’s gasp of amazement echoed softly in the cave as she yanked her hand out of the water. The liquid should have been icy cold, but it was only pleasantly cool, just as the ice had been. She wondered if it was not really water at all, but some other clear medium used to shield the silvery case.

			Kalena gazed down into the liquid, examining the object at the bottom of the pool. It was only an arm’s length away. All she had to do was roll up the sleeves of her cloak and tunic, reach into the water or whatever it was and remove the case. Simple.

			Perhaps a little too simple.

			Kalena paused to gaze speculatively around the ice chamber, but she saw nothing that would aid her in removing the casket. Reluctantly, she pushed up the sleeve of her cloak and then rolled back the long sleeve of her tunic. Her bare arm felt the cold of the chamber until she immersed it cautiously into the crystal liquid.

			A few seconds later her fingers closed around the metal casket. Kalena waited for the world to crumble around her, but nothing happened. She took a deep breath and pulled the case out of the water with a quick movement.

			A sweeping sense of power washed over her. It was unlike anything she had ever known. Life, energy, the future was hers to command.

			Excitement sang in her blood. The Key was hers. She was indeed the one meant to wield it. She no longer felt any doubt. It was part of her, an extension of herself. It belonged to her in a way that was impossible to describe. She was the one meant to command the Light Key.

			Dazed with the heady, dazzling thrill, Kalena tried to examine the case she held.

			It was obvious the object in her hand was very, very old. As old as the legends of the Dawn Lords. Kalena looked at it wonderingly. The case was about three quarters of a meter long and not particularly heavy. It was thin and chased with an elaborate pattern that might have been the characters of an alphabet. If so, it represented a language as old as the case itself, certainly no modern one. When Kalena looked at the individual marks very carefully she thought one or two seemed oddly similar to the common alphabet of the Northern Continent, but she couldn’t really identify any of the curving, angled shapes.

			She realized as she stood staring at the casket that she was merely assuming she held the Light Key. Perhaps this wasn’t the object of her quest. The only way to know for certain was to open the case.

			Kalena wondered just how she would know the Light Key if she saw it. Would it be shaped like the tiny key she wore at her throat? Like a door key? The key to a jewel box? Her fingers fumbled eagerly with the silvery case, seeking a way to open it. What a devastating joke if she had come this far only to discover she couldn’t open the box in which the Key was held.

			Kalena stood with the casket in one hand, prying at it with questing fingertips. She was quickly becoming impatient. She had come this far, and she would not abandon the task. She had already failed in her duty to her House; she would not fail in this. Ridge was waiting. Her future was waiting.

			The casket lid came open as if her thoughts alone had breached some hidden lock.

			At least some of her questions were answered immediately. The Light Key was identifiable on sight. It was also unlike any key Kalena had ever seen.

			Kalena looked into the case and found herself looking into liquid white fire. The writhing flames were pure white, dazzling to the eye as they burned in an outline that was wedge shaped. Kalena knew instinctively that the Key had been burning inside its case since the Dawn Lords had locked their dangerous treasure in ice.

			Now she had to find a way to take the Key of white flames in her bare hand and use it. But Kalena had no real doubt that when the moment arrived she would be able to handle the Key.

			She had been born to master it.

			 

			 

		 
 Fifteen

			 

			 

			Ridge stood in a vast chamber of black glass and gazed into a pit of fire that burned in the center of the glass floor. The flames fascinated him. They were the exact color of his sintar when his fury made it glow.

			He lifted his gaze and looked into the eyes of the hooded man who stood on the other side of the fire pit. Griss was wearing Ridge’s sintar on his belt beneath his cloak. A half circle of deadly silent men dressed in black, hooded cloaks stood behind Griss.

			The black glass caught the light of the angry, leaping flames that burned in the center of the chamber and reflected back the fire in a thousand mirrored images. If it had not been for the countless reflections, the chamber would have been almost completely dark. The only other light in the room were the firegel lamps that had been left to mark the entrances. Those passageways were sealed now with the same glass that lined the rest of the room. Without the lamps it would have been impossible to tell where the hidden doorways were. The black glass was everywhere. It lined the cavern ceiling, the curving walls and formed the floor beneath Ridge’s feet.

			The cloaked men who had brought Ridge to this chamber had unbound him, but his freedom was useless under the circumstances. The ranks of cult members surrounded him, and he would need time to figure out how to open the sealed glass doors. The cowled men would be upon him before he could even begin to work on that problem.

			He had not been given anything to eat for what he estimated must be more than a day. He couldn’t be sure of the time, but after he had slept for a while, his internal sense of time seemed to indicate that at least a day had passed.

			He wondered if Kalena was safe in the valley. He could only hope that the Healers would keep her there when they learned her plan. Ridge didn’t try to fool himself too much. He knew Kalena would not obey his last instructions. She would make every effort to return with the Light Key.

			Kalena of the House of the Ice Harvest was his wife, bound to him by her own vows as well as the sensual ties Ridge had tried to impose. But there was more involved. Her destiny was entwined with his own. They were each other’s future. She would try to return for him or die in the attempt.

			Ridge cursed himself for having brought Kalena to the heart of danger and then abruptly, he ceased the silent chastisement. The force of his own fury was a potent weapon, not to be wasted on fruitless, self-directed anger. He would channel it against those who held him captive.

			Most especially he would focus it on the bastard who had labeled Kalena a whore.

			Ridge’s unbound hands clenched briefly at his sides, his fingers automatically craving the handle of the sintar. Deliberately, he forced himself to relax. He was unaware of the brutal effects of the firelight on his features. He only knew he was controlling an anger that was threatening to burn higher than it had ever burned in the past. The struggle to leash that fury held him almost immobile.

			“What would you have me do?” he demanded in a harsh whisper of the one called Griss.

			“Reach into the fire and withdraw the case that holds the Dark Key. It is yours, Fire Whip. You alone can control it.”

			“But you want to control it, don’t you, Griss? You and the others who wear the black glass. Do you think you can do it after I’ve pulled it out of the fire for you? You’re a pack of idiots if you believe that.”

			“Do as you are told,” Griss ordered.

			“Why should I bother?”

			“Because the woman is already on her way back from the valley of the Healers with the Light Key. The only weapon you will have with which to try to protect her and yourself is the Dark Key.” Griss’ voice was oily with mockery. “And you do want to protect her, don’t you, Fire Whip? At least you think you do. You’ll discover that your true feelings are much different when you actually hold the Dark Key in your hand. But in the meantime, your motives for pulling the Key out of the fire are not important to us. You want a weapon, any weapon. You crave a weapon. It is your nature to be armed. Very well, we offer you a weapon unlike any other you have ever held. It’s yours if you have the courage to take hold of it.”

			“I don’t see any weapon in the flames.”

			“Look close, Fire Whip. It’s there. It’s been there since the Dawn Lords hid it in the pit of fire.”

			“All these centuries it’s been here in the same mountains as the Light Key?” Ridge was stunned by the information.

			“It was buried deep, Fire Whip, sealed in fire at the bottom of a crevasse that appeared to have no ending. But our master knew the black opening had to have a floor. It took time to locate it using the old books. And after the so-called bottomless crevasse was found it required years of effort to retrieve the case that held the Key. When it was hauled to the surface here in this cavern it was discovered that the Key was still encased in fire. It sits in the center of those flames and no one can pry it out. The fire which protects it is not natural.”

			“How many men died retrieving this thing, Griss?”

			“The numbers are not important. Recently, when we ran short of men to carry on the task, we took those we needed from the neighboring villages. The goal was achieved.”

			“Not quite. You still can’t figure a way to lift the Key out of the flames, right?”

			“We have found a way, Fire Whip. You are the tool that we will use. Once the Dark Key has overcome the Light Key, the power in it will be drained for a time. Perhaps for years. During that time my master will be able to study it. He will learn to control it himself. By the time the Key is fully charged again, he will be its master.”

			“What happens if I choose to let it stay in the flames?” Ridge asked, knowing the answer already.

			“You will die. And as soon as the woman arrives with the Key she will die, too.”

			“If I manage to hold the Dark Key, what will prevent me from using it on you first?”

			“It cannot be wielded like a sintar, fool. It will react to the presence of the Light Key and must be used against it before it can be used for anything else.” Griss’ eyes glittered in the shadow of his hood. “But when your task is accomplished you will hold a potent weapon, Fire Whip. You are a man who has bought your own life and the lives of others with weapons in the past. You will not turn down the chance to do so again, no matter how great the risk. It is not your nature to do nothing in a critical situation. You will always choose to act, even if the act itself is futile. You will fight, even if there is no hope of winning. It is your nature.”

			Ridge watched him in savage wonder. “What makes you think you know me so well?”

			“We have made a study of you, Fire Whip. Isn’t it logical we would study a tool we wished to employ? My master knows your abilities well.”

			A tool, Ridge thought. Very well. The Cult of the Eclipse would learn this tool had a cutting edge.

			He looked deep into the pit of fire that burned at his feet. There was little heat being generated, considering the violence of the blaze. He was beginning to think that he was the only one in the room who found the warmth from the fire mild, however. The others kept their distance from the fire pit, and Ridge was sure the flames radiated more heat than they could bear.

			He took a step closer, the toe of his boot at the very edge of the pit. It looked as though the cult members had managed to drag the circle of fire this far and could get it no farther. The Stones only knew what it had cost them to get it to this point. They had left it alone in the center of the cavern and built the black glass walls around it. The bowl of fire was not deep, perhaps only an arm’s length from the peaks of the flames to the molten coals at the bottom. Ridge couldn’t begin to guess what had fed the blaze all these centuries, yet some instinct told him it had been burning like this since the Dawn Lords had put it at the bottom of the crevasse.

			Deep in the core of the fire lay an object. He could see it now that he was so close. It was a case of some sort made of what looked like black metal. He knew that what he wanted lay inside that case.

			A weapon. He needed a blade to defend his woman when she walked back into the hands of the Cult of the Eclipse. The Key was the only weapon he was going to get.

			Ridge went down on one knee beside the glowing pit of flame. The heat should have scorched him. He was too close. Yet the warmth was only moderate. It reminded him of the mild heat generated by the sintar when it glowed red in his palm. Even when the sintar was at its hottest, it could still be held in his bare hand. Ridge had long ago decided that the odd effect of his fury on the steel of Countervail was useful only as a psychological weapon. Others saw it and feared it far more than they would a blade of plain steel. Only Ridge seemed to understand that the sintar remained only a blade, albeit a warm one, when it ignited in his hand. It was the fury that drove him at such moments which needed to be feared.

			“Take the Key from the flames, Fire Whip. It is your destiny. Your only hope.”

			Ridge ignored Griss’ command. He intended to try for the black case, but he would do so in his own way. Cautiously, he moved his fingers toward the flames. Nothing happened. The strange lack of heat persisted. It was as though he was touched by sunlight; the fire was warm, but not dangerously so.

			Ridge edged closer and put his entire hand into the flickering light.

			He nearly lost his balance as a wave of pulse pounding fire shot through his blood. A promise of savagely satisfying ecstasy was written in the flames. He could see it, feel it. In a moment he would hold it in his hand.

			There was still only a moderate warmth in the flames themselves. They did not burn even though he was on fire inside. Ridge unbuttoned his cuff and rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. Nothing could stop him now. Slowly, he moved his trembling fingers toward the black case. A moment passed as he leaned closer still, and then his hand closed around the black metal box. The excitement that flowed through him in that moment was almost unbearable.

			Yet he knew that he had touched the edges of such excitement before. He couldn’t seem to think clearly enough in that moment to remember just where or when, but he was certain he had felt this raging longing and satisfaction in some other context. For an instant he tried to focus and remember, but the fleeting thought escaped him.

			Ah, well, he decided, it was not important. What was important was another kind of knowledge. This knowledge was not fleeting or vague. It was as strong and fierce and certain as the flames.

			The Dark Key was his to control. It was of fire and he was of fire.

			As soon as he touched the box, Ridge knew that whatever lay inside was his to master. Ripples of energy washed through him, emphasizing the fact. Never had he felt anything close to this kind of power. He pulled the case from the pit of fire with a strong, steady motion of his arm. The Key was his. He rose to his feet, holding his prize in both hands.

			There was a murmur of low voices and the sound of hissing as the room full of cult members saw what he had done. Ridge ignored them. The cult was unimportant now. A stupid, meaningless group of men who had tried to play games with power they couldn’t possibly comprehend.

			Ridge studied the case in his hands, eager to learn everything he could about it. It was flat and wedge shaped. The black metal had been indented with a series of odd designs. The designs vaguely reminded him of certain figures in the alphabet, but he could make no sense of the similarity.

			The fire continued to burn at his feet, but Ridge was no longer aware of it, just as he was unaware of Griss and the others. His full attention was on the casket in his hands. It was his. He alone had pulled it from its hiding place, and he alone could grasp what lay inside. He stared at the metal, looking for a way to open the case.

			“Not yet, Fire Whip.”

			Ridge’s head snapped up, his eyes pinning Griss, who had taken a step forward. “Stay away from me.”

			“We have no wish to harm you,” Griss said soothingly. “You and the Key will become one, a formidable weapon for us. The last thing we will do now is cause you injury. But you must rest. Pulling the Key from the fire required more energy than you realize. We will take you back to the chamber you’ve been using. You will eat and then sleep. When you awaken the woman will have returned. Then it will be time for you to learn the full extent of your power, Fire Whip. And as you learn the truth, so shall we. Come. You must rest.”

			Ridge considered the situation. He did not feel tired at all. Just the opposite, in fact. There was a strong pulse of energy moving through his body. It was not unlike the sensation he had when he took Kalena in his arms. Even as he made the analogy in his mind, Ridge realized that at least part of his feeling of strength was sexual in origin. If Kalena were here now he would lay her down beside the fire, part her soft thighs and sheath himself in her silky warmth.

			It was then he realized where and when he had tasted the kind of longing and satisfaction he felt when he grasped the case that held the Dark Key. It had happened during those moments when he plunged into Kalena and was swept into the vortex of the desire he felt for her.

			For a few seconds the image was so strong in his mind that Ridge forgot everything else in the chamber except the black case in his hands. The metal object he held seemed to vibrate in tune with the energy he felt racing through his body. He could subdue Kalena with the force of his lust. She would learn at last that she was his, that she had always been his. The claim he would put on her would be total and her surrender would be complete. She was only a woman, his to use. He could sate himself time after time with her, endlessly. She was a woman. Soft, weak, at his mercy. His woman.

			“Rest, Fire Whip. Come with us. You need rest.”

			Ridge shook his head a little, frowning as he tried to clear the lustful images that were clamoring inside his brain. He didn’t need rest but he did need solitude. He had to discover the precise nature of what he had pulled from the flames.

			“Don’t try to touch me,” he said quietly to Griss and the others.

			“We won’t touch you.”

			Ridge went toward them warily, circling the bowl of fire that continued to burn as strongly as ever in the center of the black glass chamber. None of the cowled men tried to rebind his arms. Instead, they fell into a ragged circle around him, maintaining a respectful distance as they led Ridge from the chamber. When the group reached the room where Ridge had been held, they halted, waiting almost politely for him to willingly step inside.

			Ridge hesitated again, but knew he could do nothing yet with the Key. He had to examine it and learn to handle it. He needed time and privacy. Without a backward glance he walked into the rocky cell. The barred gate clanged shut behind him, but he paid no attention. He knew now that the others could not touch him as long as he held the metal case.

			Fading footsteps in the corridor outside the gate marked the sound of the retreating cult members. Ridge didn’t turn around, but he could still sense Griss’ presence.

			“It won’t be long now, Fire Whip.” There was an unnatural anticipation in Griss’ voice. “You were found and brought here for only one purpose and soon you will fulfill it.”

			“What happens after that?” Ridge asked almost idly. He was still staring at the black metal case.

			“The Cult of the Eclipse will finally take possession of its rightful heritage. We are the ones who have kept the old knowledge alive. We are the ones who recognize the potential of the powerful tools the Dawn Lords buried so long ago. We are the ones who have studied the past so that we may control the future.”

			“I wouldn’t count on it, Griss. Something tells me you’re more of a follower than a leader.”

			“Fool. You will see. Your control over the Key will be very short-lived. In the end you will understand that you are only a tool.”

			“Like you, Griss? A tool for someone who thinks he can eventually control the key? Where is this master of yours? The one who uses you to do his bidding? I would meet with him. Let him see if he can take the Key from me. Fetch him for me, Griss. Let me speak with the one who’s in charge around here.”

			“When the power of the Keys claims you and the woman you’ll finally understand just who is in control.” Griss flung himself away from the grating and disappeared down the corridor.

			For a long while after the others were gone Ridge remained where he was, examining the black case in the lamplight. Then the need to know what lay inside overcame him.

			Sitting cross-legged on the hard stone floor, Ridge placed the case in front of him and began looking in earnest for a way to open it. His fingers moved lightly over the surface of the black metal, searching for a crack or an unusual indentation. When he found none he restrained his growing impatience and tried again.

			He would open the case. It was his by right.

			Even as the determined words formed in his head, the lid of the case sprang open. Ridge blinked at the suddenness of it, and then gazed unbelievingly at what lay inside. Somehow he had been expecting fire. He had an affinity for fire.

			What he found was ice.

			It was the coldest ice he had ever known, and it was deeply, intensely black. The black cold radiated up from the metal case as if it were a living force. The object in the case was shaped like a wedge or the tip of an arrow, but much broader. A narrow portion projected from the wedge and Ridge knew at once it was to be grasped. But how did anyone grasp something so incredibly cold? It would burn like fire. More than that, Ridge decided; it would kill.

			But he knew beyond a doubt that he was meant to take hold of the Dark Key. When the time came, he would do so. Ridge realized he was shivering as he carefully closed the case. He didn’t know if it was because of the bitter cold thing inside or purely the result of his own inner tension.

			He left the case on the stone floor in front of him and sat waiting. Griss was wrong. He didn’t need sleep. Ridge knew. Never had he felt so strong, so powerful or so alive. The driving force within him was a relentless source of unending energy. There was a fire in him. He burned like the steel of Countervail.

			Before this night was over he would find a way to make the Dark Key burn, too. It was his destiny.

			 

			Kalena lost all track of time on her trip down the mountain trail. She moved swiftly, clutching the silvery metal box tightly to her as she made her way. There was a burning urgency in her, a sizzling energy that needed to be released, but which had to be controlled until the time was right to take up the Key.

			Thoughts of Ridge alternated with thoughts of his seed that had taken root within her. She couldn’t pin down her emotions on either subject, but she was vibrantly aware of the fact that they were connected. Every time she tried to sort out the ramifications of the situation, the sense of urgency took over. She must reach the caves before dark. Sunset was the proper time. Kalena wasn’t sure how she knew this or exactly what she must do at sunset, but she was aware of its importance.

			Something else had happened to her at sunset, she recalled at one point. That was the time of day she had married Ridge. The traditional time for a wedding ceremony. Her brow furrowed slightly at the memory and she tried to put it out of her mind. How could she have let a man put his lock and key around her throat?

			Ridge was only a man, an incomplete creature seeking to control that which he needed in order to re-create himself. His usefulness to her was very limited. The fact that she was pregnant by him meant that she no longer needed him. But she did need him. How could that be? Her head spun with the disorienting whirl of thoughts.

			He would take away her chance of freedom.

			She did not want her freedom without him.

			He would seek to control her.

			She welcomed the conflict because it reinforced their bond of intimacy. There was a sensual excitement in a battle that could not be completely won or lost.

			He had a temper that came from the Dark end of the Spectrum.

			She had a talent for soothing the fury that burned in him.

			He would use his sensual power over her to master her.

			She wielded a similar power over him.

			No matter how the argument went in her head it made very little practical difference. The Keys had both been freed. They sought each other now with increasing energy. She knew somehow that the one she held was already vibrating faintly in response to the one Ridge must have found. Kalena could feel the energy flowing from the case into her body. Soon she would be facing the Dark Key and the man who held it.

			The black mist caught her by surprise when it swirled angrily around her as she turned a bend in the trail. Kalena halted, aware of the roiling cold that had lain in wait to trap her. Her awareness turned to scorn.

			“Foolish men,” she called, listening to the echo of her voice. “I have brought the Key with me, just as you ordered. I have no intention of trying to flee. I will be happy to show you the results of your stupid meddling. Call back the mist. It can’t touch me now.”

			There was no response. The black fog continued to swirl around her, but it was clear it could not touch her. It could and did, however, blank out her view of mountains, sky and trail. In a few seconds she was encircled by the mist, although she was safe from its icy tendrils.

			Slowly she moved forward. The mist ebbed and flowed around her, seeking to snarl her arms and legs in cold bonds. But Kalena was safe from it and she knew it. She kept walking straight ahead, although she could not see more than a couple paces in front of her.

			She knew when she entered the caves. The darkness around her took on a different texture. The mist began to fade and Kalena saw figures moving toward her with lamps. They halted a discreet distance away and she realized that as long as she held the case, they could approach no closer. Kalena smiled the cool, aloof smile of a woman who knew she was safe from the touch of men.

			“Idiots,” she murmured, “you have no idea of what you have set free. You played with the tools of a power you don’t begin to understand, and soon those tools will destroy you.”

			“Not so, woman.” Griss held up his lamp so that she could see his austere face and glittering eyes. “You are the one who lacks intelligence and comprehension. But that is only to be expected. You are merely female. Come. Meet your opposite on the Spectrum. It is almost sunset and your groom awaits. The consummation of this marriage of fire and ice crystal will change the future of the world. Too bad you will not live to see it.”

			“Your threats are meaningless.” Kalena walked forward obediently, amused when the hooded men fell back. But I will come with you because there is something here that must be done.”

			There was a shuffling of booted feet along the corridor, and Kalena followed the cloaked figures. She was led through a bewildering array of cavern passages and she realized almost at once there was no need to blindfold her. She was lost by the tenth turning, but somehow, with the Key in her hand, she did not feel lost.

			Just when she had begun to wonder if the trip would ever end, Kalena realized that the stone beneath her feet had changed to glass. Black glass.

			The Key in her hand vibrated with energy.

			She paused, watching as the men ahead of her fanned out into a vast chamber that was completely lined with dark glass. In the center of the room a fire burned, although no one was feeding the flames. Slowly, she moved into the chamber, aware that the case in her hand was pulsing with power.

			“Here is where you will meet your fate, woman. Your husband, who is also destined to be your executioner, awaits.” Griss waved her farther into the chamber with a mockingly dramatic sweep of his caped arm and then stepped back. “And you, foolish woman that you are, cannot even try to run from him.”

			Kalena looked across the expanse of the glass room and saw Ridge. He stood with his feet slightly spread apart, as though he were braced for combat. In his hands he held a black metal case.

			“So you decided to return,” he called softly across the fire.

			“I had no choice.”

			“That much is true.” He took a few paces forward so that the firelight glowed on his harshly carved features. The gold in his eyes was the color of the flames and just as dangerous.

			Around them the members of the Cult of the Eclipse edged to the farthest walls of the chamber. Kalena sensed them retreat to what they thought was safety and wanted to laugh. There was no safety to be found in this chamber. Not now. A fierce, exultant energy washed through her.

			“The Keys have been brought too close together,” she told Ridge. “The power has been loosed and is moving already. Can you feel it?”

			“I feel it. Soon you will know just how weak and soft you really are, woman. You will learn the true meaning of surrender. How do you dare to challenge me with the Light Key? I will enfold you in darkness, take you and bind you completely to my will. And when it is done, the Light Key will be destroyed.”

			“No, Fire Whip, you cannot destroy either me or the Key I hold. You are only a man and that which you wield is darkness. It is the source of your lust and your fury and your pitiful masculine power. It cannot survive a direct confrontation with anything from the Light end of the Spectrum. It can only rage and swagger and try to dominate with no hope of doing so.”

			“Your female arrogance and pride are as false and foolish as your reasoning. You and all other women exist only to serve men. But you in particular exist to serve me. All that is feminine is meant to bow before all that is male. Just as the Light must ultimately surrender to the Dark, you must finally surrender to me.”

			“Stupid male. Don’t you understand that the Dark exists only because of the Light? The Dark end of the Spectrum is cold and lifeless. Only the Light end can bring forth life out of the Dark.”

			But the Light is meaningless without the Dark. Each end of the Spectrum is defined in terms of the other end. One cannot exist without the other. To destroy one would be to destroy the other.

			The words filtered through the haze of excitement Kalena was feeling. It was a lousy time to remember Olara’s teachings in philosophy Kalena struggled to forget them. She needed to focus the whole of her concentration on winning this confrontation.

			“The power of the Dark end of the Spectrum is limitless,” Ridge told her in a rough, challenging voice. He faced her from the other side of the fire, his lean, strong body taut with the masculine power that shimmered in the flames in front of him. “All that is female is weak in the face of it, just as you are weak. Don’t you recall your own weakness, Kalena? Think about it. Remember the times you have surrendered completely in my arms. When I touch you, you belong to me. You are mine to do with exactly as I wish. Your Light Key will crumble just as easily when it confronts the Dark. Why don’t you try to flee, woman, while you can? I would enjoy the chase. I will come after you, run you down and crush you beneath me. I will take you completely even as I destroy the Key that makes you so foolishly arrogant.”

			Ridge heard the words he had just spoken and scowled. A part of him really did want her to turn and run to safety. But that made no sense. He was here to conquer her as man had always conquered woman; as the night conquered the day. He didn’t want her to escape. He wanted—no needed—to subjugate her completely. It was his right, his heritage as a man. She belonged to him and he was free to do what he wanted. But first he must crush her foolish bid for power.

			“I would never run from you, Houseless bastard,” Kalena taunted. “You are less than dust beneath my feet, an illegitimate bastard who thought he could claim a heritage through me. Why should I run from such as you?”

			Ridge felt the fury begin to burn deep in his gut. He took another pace forward, the black case vibrating almost painfully in his hand. “Then stay, Kalena, and learn the full extent of your weakness. Learn the meaning of surrender. You are nothing more than a servant I have chosen to indulge. Before this is over you will call me master.”

			“And you are nothing more than a tool whose usefulness is over! Before tonight is finished you will kneel at my feet and beg for mercy.”

			They faced each other in the firelight, neither aware of the heat of the flames or the cowled men who occupied the room with them. No one moved along the glass walls of the cavern. And then, without any warning, both the black case and the silver one sprang open.

			Kalena flinched at the shock wave that went through her, but she remained on her feet, staring down at the writhing flames that formed the Light Key.

			Ridge, too, felt the jolt of raw energy that coursed through him when his case flew open. Fathomless cold wafted upward from the black object that was exposed in the box. The time had come. He reached eagerly into the case and his fingers closed around ice that was so bitterly cold he thought it would freeze him to his bones. But he held fast. He could do nothing else.

			On the other side of the fire Kalena was unable to resist putting her fingers into the white flames of the Light Key even though the heat was so intense she was certain her whole body would ignite. Her hand tightened around a white fire that flowed through her.

			The black case and the silvery white case fell to the glass floor unheeded as Kalena and Ridge faced each other with the Keys to the Stones of Contrast.

			Kalena knew the Key she held was no longer a tool or an object; it was a part of her. It consumed her, drove her, guided her. With it she was infinitely more powerful than the insolent male with the golden eyes, infinitely more powerful than all he represented. With the Key she could conquer him, make him plead for mercy. She could destroy him if she wished.

			But she did not wish to destroy him.

			The thought came to her like a cold shock in the midst of hot anger. Ridge was the father of her child. He was the man to whom she had given her heart. He was the other half of herself.

			Ridge was aware of the power that was flooding him, urging him to go forward and release the devastating potential of himself and the weapon he held. They were one and the same, he realized. The Key was connected to him in some manner that defied comprehension. With this Key he could master Kalena and all the lightness that surrounded her. If she defied him, he could destroy her.

			But he did not want to destroy Kalena.

			The realization dazed him. He wanted to subdue her, master her, force her to acknowledge him as her lord, but he did not want to destroy her. He wanted to take her, bury himself in her soft warmth. He wanted to feel that combination of exultation and satisfaction that was his every time he held her in an intimate embrace. She was his and he was sworn to protect her. He was honor bound to protect her. He must protect her. She was his other half. His opposite. She was the Light that balanced the Dark within him.

			The Key trembled in his grasp and the icy cold spread deeper into his body. In some distant corner of his mind he understood suddenly that if he didn’t control the ice, it would control him. And if the Key held complete power over him he would be unable to stop it from shattering Kalena. Dammit, he would not let himself be used as the instrument of her destruction. He wanted her with a raging desire that was stronger than the Dark Key’s drive to destroy the Light.

			A deep, hot fury seethed in him, the kind of anger that made the steel of Countervail glow with fire. He would not be used in this way.

			He would control the Key.

			To do that, Ridge knew, he would need to halt the flow of ice that threatened to ensnare him. He must warm the Key with the force of his own inner fire.

			It was the same inner fire he experienced when he enflamed the steel of Countervail and when he sheathed himself in Kalena’s soft, sweet, welcoming body. It throbbed in him, pulsed in his veins, ignited his passion and blazed with the promise of the future.

			The fire was life.
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			He was her natural opposite. Her mate. The man with whom she had created new life.

			The Key trembled in Kalena’s grasp as she looked at Ridge across the leaping flames. The promise of fulfillment, ecstasy, power and triumph vibrated within her.

			But above all there was the promise of life, the life they had created together.

			His eyes blazed at her, hotter than the flames in the pit of fire. “You are mine.” His face was stark with the lines of his inner battle. He held the Dark Key as if it were both talisman and weapon.

			Kalena felt the desire to surrender battling with her equally powerful desire to resist. She felt as if the conflict would rip her apart. “I belong to no man, Fire Whip. I have no need of a man.”

			“When I take you again I will teach you that you will never be done with me. I have made you mine. I will do so again. If you wandered to the ends of the world you would not be able to rid yourself of me. I am a part of you now.”

			The babe. Did he know about the babe? Did he sense the life within her? The Light Key burned more brilliantly than ever. Kalena’s mind whirled with the memory of the woman struggling through childbirth alone, her husband downstairs in the tavern. It would never be like that for her, Kalena knew. This man would never abandon his wife and child. He would walk through the fires of the Dark end of the Spectrum for them. He would confront the Light end itself if necessary. She was his, just as he was hers.

			On the other side of the fire Ridge stared at her as he stood in the grip of raw wonder.

			“I am a part of you,” he repeated. The dawning realization was there in his eyes, and Kalena was certain he knew about the life they had created together. Somehow he had sensed it.

			“Ridge.” His name was torn from her, but she could say nothing more. Her mind spun with startling images.

			It was as if he had touched her. She could almost feel his hands on her body, stroking her intimately, claiming her passion for his own. Kalena closed her eyes as the exquisite sensations poured over her. Calloused palms grazed her sensitive nipples, urging them into full flower. Strong white teeth nipped the inside of her thigh with a gentle savagery that made her tremble. Golden eyes flared with an exciting hunger that stoked her own desire. The weight of him was a throbbing force that at once subdued and set free the energy of passion that sailed through her blood.

			Dizzy with the effects of the sensuality that reached across the fire to embrace her, Kalena struggled to maintain her balance. She couldn’t open her eyes.  A soft moan escaped her. She could feel him holding her still, capturing her wrists in his large hands, anchoring her writhing legs with his own muscled thighs. His mouth covered hers, his tongue thrusting into her in a way that emulated another kind of possessive thrust. Her blood sang even as she surrendered to the silent embrace.

			He was fire and she was ice. The dangerous flames that burned in him could only be quenched by her soft, welcoming femininity, cool and clear as crystal. He would bring her passion and she would bring him peace. Together they could create a future.

			Her legs were being parted. The heavy, pulsing weight of him was between her soft thighs, seeking entrance to the hot, damp core of her. She could feel the powerful, blunt force of him pressing into her, demanding admission as if it were his right. She had no choice but to yield. But she longed for no other choice. She was his. She wanted to yield; to take him within her, trap him, chain him, and make him hers. Only in surrender could she win this unique battle. In surrender she would find victory.

			In victory; Ridge would learn the meaning of surrender.

			It was the way of the Spectrum. The way of male and female.

			And then he was there, forging into her, laying claim to the gentle territory he would master. Kalena cried out in the moment of complete possession and dimly heard an answering shout of passion and masculine surrender mingled with triumph. Now they were one. Male and female joined together in a whole that was greater than the sum of its parts. The Paradox of the Spectrum in its most glittering manifestation.

			Opposites that could attract. Opposites that could destroy. Opposites that could meld into a union so powerful it could create new life. The wonder of it stopped the world for a timeless instant.

			And then Kalena opened her eyes.

			Ridge was still standing on the other side of the fire, his whole body taut with triumphant satisfaction, his eyes lit with the wonder of losing himself in his woman.

			Kalena knew then that he had shared the strange lovemaking with her in his mind. It was over, yet he still fought a savage battle. She could see it in every inch of his lean, powerful frame.

			What battle was he fighting? Kalena wondered silently. Then it came to her with violent impact that he fought to control his Key, just as she must struggle to control hers. If they did not control them, they would destroy each other and the new life they had created. Their survival depended on the battle they must each fight with the Keys.

			The reality of what she had come close to doing with the Light Key shook Kalena to her heart, cutting through the intense sense of exultant power. Some of the glittering effects of the trance that gripped her wavered.

			A part of her distantly realized what was happening. If she used the Key, she would not merely humble Ridge, she would destroy him completely.

			She could not destroy the man she had come here to save. He was the father of her child, her husband, the man to whom she had bound herself. Her destiny.

			What was she doing? She had not come here to kill him.

			Dazed, she watched as he gripped the Key he held in both hands. She knew the thing was causing him pain and she sensed that he was fighting to control it. The Light Key shimmered with energy, demanding to have that energy released. The heat of the Key was reaching out for her, acting on her, consuming her. Soon it would control her totally.

			Unless she controlled it first.

			But that was unheard of. No one could control the Keys. That was why they had been locked away for centuries. The wisdom of the ages was useless now. The Keys had been freed, and unless she found a way to handle hers, Kalena knew she would wind up killing Ridge. She fought for breath and put both hands around the flaming handle.

			The heat was incredible. It was alive, turning on her, trying to dominate her, consume her. White heat flared along her nerve endings. She had to cool the Key or it would blaze completely out of control. She was an untrained Healer, but she could look inside herself and find the answers she needed.

			No Sand burned to light her way, but the Key contained within it all the power of all the Sand that had ever existed. Kalena closed her eyes and breathed in the heat that filled the air around her. The world shuddered. There was a dazzling veil waiting to be lifted. She must find a way to lift it. Inside her mind Kalena reached out to grasp the veil and pull it away. For an instant there was resistance. She didn’t think she could manage the feat. And then the veil disappeared.

			The answer was evident at once.

			The only solution was to cool the white fire of the Light Key the way a Healer cooled a fever, the way she had more than once cooled the raging anger in Ridge. She was the daughter of the House of the Ice Harvest. Deep within her was the power of ice, the power to drain the heat from the fire. It was her heritage to control the Key, not be used by it. Eyes closed, Kalena began to concentrate on the flaming Key.

			Raw energy arced between the two Keys and traveled up the arms of those who held them. Lightning flashes of fire and ice flared and flashed around Kalena and Ridge. The glass chamber shook with the sound of a scream, but the anguished protest didn’t come from either Ridge or Kalena; they had no strength left to spare for anything but controlling the Keys.

			The shriek echoed eerily through the cavern and was quickly followed by another. Kalena opened her eyes to find herself looking directly into Ridge’s golden gaze. He had circled the fire and was standing only a short distance from her now. The Key in his hand was changing color. Kalena could see that Ridge was trembling with the force of the energy he sought to contain.

			She didn’t know who had screamed. Vaguely she realized that the cries must have come from the members of the cult; certainly Ridge had not made a sound. Ridge’s mouth was set in a thin, determined line, and his eyes were gleaming with the fire that raged within him. Even as Kalena watched some of that fire seemed to touch the icy black Key in his hand. It began to glow faintly with the same hue as the sintar when it reflected Ridge’s temper.

			Kalena caught her breath as the Key she held flared for a moment and then began to coalesce. Slowly the white flames congealed, leaving behind a white metallic object that was noticeably cooler.

			The screams came again, and this time Kalena knew they were screams of rage. But none of the hooded men dared come forth.  Apparently, the power of the Keys was enough to keep them at bay.

			“You will not deny us our triumph!” Griss’ agonized cry filled the room. “Destroy her, Fire Whip. It is what you are meant to do. It is the only reason you have been spared. Set the Darkness free to consume her and the Key. Set it free!”

			Ridge was watching Kalena, his eyes fastened on hers as if she were the only important thing in the universe. She could not tear her gaze from his as they both struggled to restrain the power in the Keys.

			“I don’t know how long I can control it, Ridge.” Her husky words came through dry lips.

			“Long enough,” he said hoarsely. “Just long enough.” He forced himself to turn to one side, moving with obvious effort back to where he had dropped the black case. The short walk seemed to have exhausted him. He fell to his knees, the Key held high overhead in his clenched hands. His mouth was set in a grim twist and the fire in his eyes was molten.

			“By the Stones!” Ridge cried, his shout drowning out the sounds of rage filling the chamber even as he drove the Key point down into the black glass floor.

			A sudden, violent cracking sound exploded in the room.

			“No!” Griss screamed as if he had been personally attacked. “Damn you to the end of the Spectrum, no!”

			Kalena, still struggling with her Key, watched in horror as a long, thin crack appeared in the center of the floor. It began at the point where Ridge still knelt, his shoulders hunched as he gasped for breath. It seemed to pass directly through the bowl of fire and continue on the far side, snaking toward Kalena.

			Ridge staggered to his feet, snatching up the black case. With what was obviously one last burst of willpower, he thrust the Key into the case.

			Kalena had just time enough to see that the Dark Key was still glowing faintly with the warmth Ridge had infused into it before the lid snapped shut with an awful finality.

			Shouts of rage and a curious, truly horrible agony ricocheted around the glass chamber. Hooded figures lurched toward Kalena and Ridge, coming as close as they dared. But it was clear they could still not touch either of them. Kalena clung to her Key, aware that the driving force in it was finally fading. She could and would control it. She sought with her toe along the floor for the silvered box. She found it just as Ridge shoved his Key, case and all, into the bowl of flames that burned in the center of the room.

			Instantly, there was another sharp splintering sound and the long jagged line in the floor began to widen as several smaller, spidery lines grew outward from it. There was nothing but endless darkness in the major crack. A deep cold seemed to reach upward from the bottomless pit below.

			“Run, Kalena, the room is going to shatter!”

			“Not without you, Ridge. I’ll be damned if I’ll leave without you after having gone through all this!” Her foot collided with the silvered box and she grabbed it, thrusting the now cooling Light Key inside and snapping shut the lid. Almost at once she felt completely in control of herself again. The relief made her dizzy.

			Another harsh, fracturing noise filled the room. Kalena looked down to find herself straddling the far end of the deep crack that stretched beneath the fire pit. Cowled figures moved forward, hands outstretched to take hold of her.

			“Ridge!”

			“Hold on to the Key. They can’t touch you as long as you’ve got the Key” He was racing toward her now as more cracks appeared in the black glass. The firelight seemed to blaze higher, bouncing furiously off the glassy surfaces of the room. The members of the Cult of the Eclipse were screaming uselessly, milling around in a strange panic.

			“Which way?” Kalena glanced around helplessly.

			“I saw some of them come through the glass over there earlier.” He indicated a blank wall of glass that hadn’t yet begun to shatter. “They left a lamp on the floor to mark the door. Come on, let’s get out of here.” Ridge put out a hand to grab Kalena’s arm and swore in savage disgust. His hand fell aside and he shook it as if it had been painfully injured. “I can’t touch you. Figures. Come on, move! Stay close to me.”

			He led the way toward the far glass wall. Even as they ran, the black glass ahead of them trembled and began to splinter. Kalena saw the flat, reflective surface shatter, revealing a dark opening behind it. Ridge grabbed up the lamp that had been left on the floor and stood back to make sure that Kalena got through the jagged tunnel entrance.

			“Hurry,” he snapped. “This glass is going to be down on us any second.”

			Kalena moved to obey, clinging to her Key case.

			“You can’t escape!” Griss’ voice was a sobbing cry of anguish and fury behind them. “You must not leave. You cannot leave!”

			He lunged for Kalena, black robes flying around him. For a moment he looked like some evil bird trying to score her with talons. Kalena glanced back in fear, wondering if the man’s blind fury would be enough to get him past the protection the Key case seemed to provide.

			But suddenly Ridge was between her and Griss, moving with a lethal swiftness that Kalena knew would end in death for the man who had once made the mistake of calling her whore. A wave of shocked sickness washed through her. She wanted to cry out, to tell Ridge that she was safe enough with the Key in her hands, but there was no chance. Kalena knew she couldn’t have stopped him, even if she were able to get the words out of her constricted throat.

			He was her other half, her opposite, the dark side of life. Ridge could kill.

			There was a blur of motion as Ridge’s hand moved. Griss screamed again, his cloak swirling outward to surround both himself and Ridge. For an instant the two men seemed to be trapped together in a violent embrace, and then they both sprawled on the floor. Ridge and Griss rolled twice, Ridge winding up on the bottom. Kalena couldn’t see much else because of the enveloping folds of the cloak. Then she heard a keening scream that ended with nerve shattering abruptness.

			Both of the thrashing figures went abnormally still. Kalena couldn’t move. The lengthening crack in the floor snaked forward another few meters until it ran under the two men.

			“Ridge! Get away from there. Hurry, the floor is opening. There is nothing underneath.”

			Ridge was already kicking himself free of the dead Griss and the tangle of the cloak. He got to his feet, his sintar in one hand. Kalena realized he must have taken it from Griss and used it on the other man. In the fiery light that danced around the room she could see that the blade of the weapon was red. This time the color wasn’t from Ridge’s fury. The steel was red with Griss’ blood.

			Ridge rushed toward her, grabbing up the fallen lamp. “I told you to get out of here.”

			“Yes, Ridge.” This was not the time to explain again that she couldn’t leave without him. Kalena was already turning back toward the yawning darkness of the waiting tunnel when she saw the central crack in the floor widen abruptly. Griss’ body hovered for a moment on an edge of fractured glass and then, with a terrible inevitability, it tumbled into the black chasm.

			“The tunnel, Kalena!”

			She breathed deeply, trying to quiet her pounding pulse, and moved through the opening in the cracked and shattered glass. Ridge was right behind her. Safe in the corridor, he stopped Kalena for an instant. Unable to help themselves, they both glanced back into the glass chamber. Stunned, they watched as the bowl of searing fire fell from sight and the remainder of the glass floor disintegrated. The fire pit with its hidden secret disappeared into a yawning black chasm. Several shrieking cultists fell with it, their cries echoing horribly.

			“Dammit to the Dark end of the Spectrum.” Ridge’s words were almost inaudible.

			“Ridge, what is it?” Kalena glanced at him, more alarmed than ever. He was staring past her into the disintegrating room.

			“Someone else found a way out. I saw a lamp disappear into a wall on the other side of the room.” He shook off the obvious anger that threatened to consume him and swung around. “Maybe it was just my imagination. It doesn’t matter. There is nothing that can be done. We have to get out of here.”

			Ridge swung around, made another futile effort to grasp Kalena’s arm, and swore furiously again when he was unable to touch her. “Now we’ve got a small problem on our hands.” He stared into the blackness of the tunnel.

			Kalena turned her back on the destruction of the glass room and followed his gaze. The light from the lamp Ridge was holding didn’t penetrate very far.

			“I don’t think this is the main entrance. The way Griss and the others brought me was well lit,” Kalena observed anxiously.

			“I know. But some of the cult members came this way. I saw them enter the room. There was a lamp to mark this exit.”

			Kalena swallowed. “I suppose you realize how lost we could get in these caves?”

			“The thought has crossed my mind.” He started forward cautiously. “We can’t go back into that damn glass chamber, though. We’re going to have to try to find our way out using this corridor. And we’d better move quickly. There’s no telling how far that chasm will open. It could splinter half this mountain.”

			“No.” Kalena spoke with a conviction that surprised her as much as it did Ridge. “It won’t do that. It’s gone about as far as it’s going to go. We’re safe from it now.”

			Ridge glanced back at her, scowling. “How do you know that?”

			She looked down at the case in her hands. “I just know.”

			He opened his mouth as if to argue, and then appeared to change his mind. He eyed the silvery case. “Maybe you do. Anything else useful you can tell us?”

			“Perhaps.” She stroked the case in her hand. “This is a thing of light, not darkness.”

			“I know.” He sounded impatient.

			She raised her eyes. “It’s possible it might lead us to the outside.”

			“How?”

			Kalena shook her head. “I…I’m not sure. But now that the Dark Key has vanished, this case no longer feels pulled toward it. It feels free again and I think that it will be drawn toward light. It belongs back in the ice cave above the valley, not here.”

			“Kalena, are you trying to tell me you’re in touch mentally with that damn Key?”

			“Not exactly.” She hesitated, seeking a way to explain something she didn’t understand herself. “But I feel the pull of it. Earlier that pull was toward the Dark Key. There was a drive to destroy it. But now it’s a different sensation. It’s a weak sensation, though. Perhaps if I took the Key out of the case again—”

			“No!” Ridge’s refusal to even consider such an action was clear in the single word.

			Kalena nodded. “Yes, it would be dangerous. And maybe unnecessary. I can still feel a faint sensation, even through the case.” She looked up again. “Do you want to risk having me try to lead us out of here with this?”

			Ridge stared at her for a long moment, and abruptly nodded his head. “All right. We haven’t got much to lose, have we? Go ahead. Give it a try. I’ll count our steps. Whenever we come to a turn in the tunnels, we’ll try to leave a marker of some kind. With any luck we might at least be able to find our way back to this point if we decide we’re not making any progress. There has to be an exit out of this corridor, but it might take a lot of trial and error to find it.”

			Kalena closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on the quiet warmth emanating from the silvery casket in her hands. For a long moment she felt nothing beyond a gentle, comfortable heat.

			She experimented by deliberately turning to walk back along the corridor toward what remained of the now ominously silent glass chamber. Almost instantly she was aware of a faint resistance. When she swung around and started in the other direction, the resistance faded.

			“It feels different when I go in this direction, Ridge. It feels right, somehow.”

			“Let’s get going. Watch your step. There’s always the possibility that the cult set a few traps.”

			“Why should they? These caves are enough of a trap in themselves.”

			“Mmm.” He didn’t sound convinced. “Just the same, don’t get ahead of the lamplight and let me check the corners before you go around them. The last thing we need to run into tonight is a hook viper.”

			“I think they’ve all fled,” Kalena murmured. “Probably didn’t appreciate the invasion of their caverns.”

			They walked for what seemed like hours, although Kalena knew it wasn’t really that long. Around each bend in the passage she hoped to find lamps that would indicate the new corridor was one of those used frequently by the Cult of the Eclipse. Ridge stayed close, keeping a silent tally of their footsteps and building small pyramids of pebbles every time they started down a new passage.

			Whenever a choice of direction was offered Kalena halted, closed her eyes and tried to sense the Key’s emanations of warmth. Whenever the warmth dimmed, she opted for a different direction. It was a tedious process, tiring mentally as well as physically. Kalena had a silent fear that she was only imagining the slight changes in temperature that came from the case in her hands. She wondered whether she ought to warn Ridge that she might be working on sheer imagination. No sense bothering him with that bit of useless news, she told herself.

			Once during the walk down a particularly long passage, Kalena allowed herself to think about what had happened back in the glass room. Ridge had been moving silently beside her for a long while and she wondered if he was thinking about the same thing.

			“How did it feel, Ridge?” Kalena asked quietly. “When you held the Key in your hands. What did it feel like?”

			He didn’t look at her, but kept his attention on the corridor ahead. “Like I was connected to it. Part of it.”

			“That’s the way it was with the Light Key. But it wanted to take over. It was using me, draining me.”

			“I know. The Keys would have had us kill each other. Who knows what kind of energy that would have released?”

			Kalena chewed on her lower lip. “You think the Keys would have absorbed that energy and used it somehow?”

			“I don’t know. Kalena. I don’t think I want to know.”

			“The strange part is that I never really got a sense of evil around the Dark Key,” she said thoughtfully.

			“That makes us even,” he muttered. “I never got a sense of sweet, pure goodness around the Light Key.”

			“I guess that’s logical. The Keys are tied to opposite ends of the Spectrum, but not necessarily to any real concept of good or evil. We’ve been taught that all our lives. They represent different, opposing sources of power.”

			“Pure power can come from either end of the Spectrum,” Ridge agreed slowly. “And according to the Polarity Advisors, so can good or evil. But they’re two different sets of concepts. Balanced concepts.”

			“Ah, but you males have always assumed that in a showdown, the Dark end would be stronger, haven’t you?”

			Ridge shrugged. “Maybe. We think of the Light end of the Spectrum as being the feminine end, and I guess it’s fair to say most men think of women as the weaker sex. At least in a physical sense. The Polarity Advisors have always assumed that absolute power wielded by women wouldn’t be as strong as absolute power wielded by men.”

			“Probably because Polarity Advisors are almost always male,” Kalena suggested dryly. “Well, at least the cult’s stupid experiment proved that notion was a lie,” she added, not without some sense of satisfaction.

			“Don’t sound so smug, Kalena. We both had one hell of a close call back in that glass chamber and we’re not out of this yet.

			But Kalena’s spirits were reviving rapidly as the shock of the experience wore off. “Do you suppose that for the rest of our lives we’ll argue about which of us was more powerful?”

			“No, we will not.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because as of now I forbid any mention of the subject.”

			Kalena’s mouth curved in the first real amusement she had felt in a long while. “That’s what I like about you, Ridge. You don’t allow yourself to get mired down in complex philosophical quandaries. Very straightforward in your thinking.”

			“I’m learning that if he’s to stay reasonably sane, a husband doesn’t have much choice,” he answered, a touch of humor lacing his words.

			Neither of them mentioned the uniquely sensual experience that had taken place between them in the chamber. Kalena wanted to ask Ridge if he had felt everything she had felt; she was almost certain he had. But somehow this didn’t seem like the appropriate time. She also longed to ask him if he had actually sensed the presence of their babe within her, but that, too, didn’t seem like a good topic of conversation at the moment.

			Kalena was suddenly aware of a deep coldness invading her. She paused, trying to orient herself.

			“What is it, Kalena?” Ridge held the lamp higher so that he could see her face.

			“Nothing, I thought I felt a little colder, but I think it was just my imagination. These passages seem endless. I’m not sure we’re making any real progress, Ridge. Maybe we should work our way back and start over again from the corridor outside that glass room.”

			He regarded her quietly for a long moment, his eyes unreadable in the lamplight. “Does the Key case feel any different?”

			She glanced down at it. “No, not really.”

			“Still warm?”

			“I think so.”

			“Then we’ll keep going.”

			“But Ridge, I’m trying to tell you that I’m no longer sure I’m sensing anything at all from it.”

			“What’s wrong, Kalena? You’ve been fairly certain of yourself ever since we started. Why the sudden loss of nerve?”

			“I’m not losing my nerve! I’m just trying to explain that I’m not sure we can trust this case to lead us out of here.” Anger flooded back into her bloodstream, driving off some of the cold. The case in her hands seemed warmer again. “Very well, if you don’t want to listen to a rational discussion of the matter, let’s go on.” She stepped past him.

			Ridge fell into step beside her. He had been wrong to goad her into continuing, but the truth was, he was certain they couldn’t turn back. He didn’t know why they had to keep going, he only knew that, in spite of the trail markers he had left, there was no hope for them if they had to turn around.

			He had learned to trust his instincts a long time ago on the streets of Countervail. They had kept him alive during the dangerous years of working for Quintel. Deep down, he knew that the senses he had relied on in the past weren’t just functioning on instinct. They operated on a subtle process of interpretation and analysis, a matter of filtering through tiny clues and coming to conclusions that would have been impossible to explain in words.

			But calling them survival instincts was easier. Ridge was a great believer in choosing the simplest explanation. Kalena was right. He was a straightforward sort of thinker.

			He wasn’t certain exactly what had happened in the chamber of black glass, but he knew what the results of the confrontation were. He had fought a battle, the most desperate, dangerous battle of his life, but the prize had been worth any price. And he had won. Kalena was his. He would not let her be taken from him by anything, anyone or any power, regardless of which end of the Spectrum that power was from.

			Torn between fire and ice, he had learned something else back in the black chamber. Kalena had fought the same savage battle to hold on to him. He was hers. She had confronted the fiercest power of her end of the Spectrum to protect him. Ridge was aware of a violent joy at the knowledge. They were bound together.

			Perhaps she didn’t think of the bond between them in such simple, straightforward terms. He was sure Kalena’s thought processes were far more convoluted and erratic than his own. Far more feminine. Polarity Advisors traditionally warned men that it was useless to try to understand how a woman’s mind worked, and Ridge was inclined to agree. But it didn’t matter as long as she had reached the same conclusion. He frowned suddenly.

			“Kalena?”

			She glanced at him worriedly. “What is it?”

			“I think you may be right.”

			Her eyes reflected her dismay. “About going in the wrong direction?”

			“No, about the cold. It is getting colder. The temperature in these corridors has always seemed the same to me, but now there’s definitely a cold draft coming from someplace.”

			“A draft. Ridge, maybe it’s fresh air from outside!”

			“How does the case feel?”

			She looked down at it. “All right. I mean, it feels the way it has all along. Warm.”

			He nodded. “Let’s keep moving.”

			Kalena led the way along the passage, her step quickening as she became convinced that she was really feeling cold, fresh air from outside the caves. The floor of the passage began to tilt upward slightly and the corridor narrowed so that there was only room enough to move single file.

			Ridge took the lead with the lamp. “Tell me if there’s any change in the feel of the case.”

			“I will.”

			The passage grew narrower. Ridge was forced to stoop in order to keep from hitting his head on the low ceiling. The closed in feeling began to bother Kalena.

			“Ridge, if this corridor gets any narrower, I think we should turn back.”

			“I can see moonlight, Kalena.”

			Her sense of claustrophobia vanished. Kalena hurried forward, rounded a bend behind Ridge, and then she, too, could see moonlight and a handful of stars in the night sky ahead. Fresh, cold air filled her lungs and she wanted to laugh with relief.

			“We’re free. Ridge, we did it. We’re safe!”

			“I’m not sure where we are, but any place is better than where we’ve been.” Ridge ducked his head to squeeze his way out of the cave and automatically reached back to grab Kalena’s hand. Instantly he yanked his fingers back out of reach.

			“Stones! Why do I keep forgetting?” he growled.

			“I’m sorry, Ridge.”

			“Never mind. It’s not your fault. It’s that damned Key. Just give me a chance to figure out where we are.”

			They stood on the pebble strewn ledge and gazed around them. The scattered stars shone brilliantly in the night sky overhead. There was snow on the ground around them. Kalena knew they were still somewhere in the mountains, but beyond that she was totally lost.

			“With any luck we’re just a little west of the trail,” Ridge announced.

			“How can you tell?”

			“Brilliant, masculine logic and luck. Mostly luck.” His grin flashed briefly in the light of the lamp. “Plus a lot of years figuring out how to read the night sky. Watch your step.”

			Kalena followed Ridge down the short incline below the ledge where they had emerged from the cave. The night air was cold, but it was a reassuring, fresh, natural cold that Kalena didn’t really mind. Red Symmetra was a shining beacon in the sky.

			“If we don’t find the trail fairly soon, we’ll have to camp out in the open,” Ridge said over his shoulder. “Not a major disaster since we’ve got some firegel, but I’d prefer to find the shelter.”

			“I’m not sure I want to stay in that shelter again,” Kalena muttered.

			“We’ll be safe enough. We’ll have the Key with us.”

			“You’re right. Besides, I don’t think very many escaped from that glass chamber.” She shuddered. “Griss didn’t, that’s for sure.”

			“No,” Ridge agreed, his voice hard. “Griss didn’t. He was a dead man from the moment he called you whore.”

			Kalena shivered again but said nothing. Half an hour later they found the main trail. Ridge oriented himself almost immediately. He started upward instead of heading down the path. In a short time they found the shelter. The two creets and their loads of Sand were still safe inside.

			The cheerful, welcoming chirps of the birds warmed Kalena as much as the fire Ridge set about building on the hearth.

			 

			 

		 
 Seventeen

			 

			 

			Kalena sat on the pallet, her knees drawn up so that she could rest her chin on her arms as she watched Ridge feed another log to the flames. The case that held the Light Key lay on the floor near the door. Kalena was certain that its presence was a guarantee against being taken by surprise by more of the cold, black mist. Not that the possibility seemed likely. She had a feeling the destruction in the black glass chamber had been very thorough.

			Her thoughts had been running through her head, loose and disorganized ever since she and Ridge had finished the evening meal. In the darkened stables that connected to the main room, the creets stamped contentedly a few times in their stalls as they settled down for the night. There had been plenty of food available to them during the past few days of captivity, and they had made the best of the situation, just as Ridge had predicted. The shelter’s stores were going to have to be replenished before another caravan came through the mountains.

			Ridge had said very little since he had finished eating. He busied himself with checking the condition of the creets, going through the packs to make certain his supplies and the Sand were still safe, and he kept the fire going strong. Kalena had quietly prepared the meal and cleaned up afterward. They were both tired. Sometimes there was an advantage to accepting the customary division of labor, she decided ruefully.

			Now it was time to go to bed, and Kalena was feeling unexpectedly uncertain and nervous. Her anxiety must have shown in her face, because Ridge got slowly to his feet and said without any emotion, “You can stop worrying about it. I’m not going to rape you.”

			She flinched as if he had struck her. “I know that.”

			He scowled, unbuttoning his shirt. “You’ve been sitting there for the past half hour thinking of what almost happened here last time, haven’t you?”

			“No, Ridge,” she said gently, realizing he had misinterpreted her silence.

			“Don’t lie to me, Kalena.” He flung his shirt aside in a gesture of annoyance and self-disgust. “I know exactly what’s going through that head of yours, and I’m telling you that you don’t have to worry.” He sat down on a low stool near the fire and concentrated on tugging off his boots. “I think it was the mist that got to me last time. I know that’s not an acceptable excuse, but it’s the only one I’ve got.”

			“I understand, Ridge.”

			His head came up abruptly. “Don’t be so damn understanding about it! I had no right to frighten you the way I did that night.”

			“You wouldn’t have gone through with it.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Don’t you remember how you reacted when I reminded you that I wore your lock and key? Even though you were under the influence of whatever was surrounding this shelter, you stopped. And when Griss came through the door, you wouldn’t let him touch me.”

			“Of course I wouldn’t have let him touch you.” There was a grim arrogance behind the words. The second boot hit the floor. “You’re my wife.”

			“You would have died trying to defend me,” Kalena said in soft wonder.

			“I would have killed trying to defend you,” he corrected her wryly.

			“A more useful approach,” she admitted, hiding a smile.

			He threw her a sharp glance. “Are you laughing at me, woman?”

			“Never.”

			He stood up again, thumbs hooked in his belt, and sauntered slowly toward her. The flames of the fire gleamed on the strong contours of his bare shoulders. There was a wary, speculative look in his eyes, a heated intimacy that slid along Kalena’s nerve endings.

			“As it happens,” he said deliberately, “we wound up saving each other’s lives.”

			“Yes.”

			Ridge hesitated. “It was a little shaky there for a while, but when the crunch came we worked well together, didn’t we?”

			Kalena studied the floor in front of her. “Yes,” she said again. “We did.” Trust a man to phrase it like that. Passion and power, life and death had all been on the line back in that chamber. She and Ridge had survived and he termed it working well together. Well, perhaps that was one way of putting it, she thought in amusement.

			He sat down beside her on the pallet, not touching her. “I know you never wanted to be married,” he said with a kind of quiet gruffness. “At least, you didn’t want anything more than a trade marriage.”

			Kalena said nothing. She was afraid to open her mouth. “You’ve told me often enough about your dreams of being a freewoman.”

			Kalena tensed inside.

			“I can’t offer you complete freedom, Kalena,” Ridge finally said softly. “I’d be lying if I said I could. The only consolation I can give is to tell you that I don’t consider myself free, either. There are things I want to do, things that have to be done. No man who wants to build something lasting for himself and his family is free. I know I haven’t any proud House name to offer you. But I swear on my honor that I’ll take care of you. Better care than I seem to have taken on this journey, I trust. Someday I’ll give you a House name you can be proud of. In the meantime, you won’t go cold or hungry, I’ll see to that. And I give you my oath that I will not dishonor you by being unfaithful. I want you very badly, Kalena. I need you. I think that we belong together. Will you consider making the marriage permanent?”

			Kalena blinked back her tears. She was afraid to meet his eyes. “You honor me with your proposal, Fire Whip.”

			He was very still. The tension in him was palpable. “Kalena?”

			“I accept your offer of a permanent marriage,” she stated with gentle formality.

			He drew a deep breath. His eyes burned into hers. “Just like that?”

			“Do you want me to make it more complicated?”

			He groaned and reached for her, pulling her head down to cradle against his shoulder. “No, I do not want you to make it more complicated. I want it to be just like this. Simple. Honest. Real.” His hand moved in her hair, twisting in the thick curls. “You’re mine, Kalena. I could never let you go now.”

			“You are as trapped as I am, Fire Whip.”

			“Don’t you think I know that?” He bent his head and found her mouth with his own.

			There in the firelight they sealed their vows with a kiss that carried the power of a love that was strong enough to defy both ends of the Spectrum. Without words they acknowledged the bonds that held them fast to each other.

			After a long time, Ridge reluctantly lifted his head. A brief, knowing smile edged his mouth.

			“What kind of trader’s luck brought you to me, Kalena?” he asked whimsically.

			She smiled back, touching the hard line of his jaw with a soft fingertip. “It wasn’t trader’s luck. It was a trade marriage, remember? Not the most auspicious start for a permanent arrangement, I’ll wager. I never dreamed my future would take this form.”

			Ridge put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. His eyes narrowed. “From what I can tell, your path has never been clear to you. You were born with the Talent, but never got a Healer’s training. You thought you had to kill a man in order to avenge your House, but found yourself incapable of killing in cold blood. You wanted to be a freewoman, but instead you got yourself chained to a husband and dragged along on a wedding trip that could easily have gotten you killed.”

			“No wonder I never had a clear vision of my future,” Kalena murmured. “I wouldn’t have believed it, even if I had been able to envision it.”

			“The one thing you did see for yourself was freedom. And it’s the one thing you don’t have,” Ridge said carefully, as if suddenly feeling his way over a difficult path.

			“I have learned a thing or two about freedom, Ridge. It is a difficult concept. I’m not sure there even is such a thing as freedom. But there are choices. And I have made mine willingly and with a whole heart. I can only be truly happy with you.”

			He sighed into her hair, holding her to him. “I have learned that I could not have the future I want without you, Kalena. Such a future would be meaningless. I would walk away from it in a minute if I couldn’t have you with me. The choice would be easy. I wouldn’t even have to think about it. You are life and peace and joy. You’re the only really important thing in this world for me.”

			“And you are the most important thing in this world for me,” she whispered.

			He groaned and pulled her more tightly against him, his hands tangling in her hair. “You’re my wife,” he muttered into her hair as if he were having trouble believing it.

			“Yes.” She heard the sense of wonder and possessiveness in his words and smiled.

			“I need you tonight. I have never needed you more than I do right now.”

			She put her arms around him, nestling close to the reassuring warmth and strength he offered. “I need you, too, Ridge.”

			“I won’t hurt you. I’ll take care not to frighten you with memories of the last time we were in this shelter,” he promised earnestly. “We’ll take it slow and easy this time. Hurting you would be hurting myself.” His fingers trembled slightly in her thick hair. He tightened his hands in silent urgency and then forced himself to release her completely.

			Kalena lifted her head, eyes wide and trusting. “It’s all right, Ridge.”

			“What nearly happened here that night when the mist surrounded us isn’t the only thing I regret, Kalena. I never apologized for the way I took you that night in Adverse,” he said heavily. “I had no right to do that. A man shouldn’t treat his wife that way.”

			“You didn’t hurt me.” Kalena smiled tremulously. “As I recall, you were rather insistent on exercising your marital rights, but you didn’t rape me or frighten me, Ridge. As a matter of fact, I was very disappointed when you didn’t bother to exercise your rights again until we got to the valley.”

			“Where it was you who exercised her marital rights, as I remember,” he concluded with a husky laugh. He shaped her head between his palms, his thumbs moving on her temples as he stared intently into her eyes. “I haven’t always made the right decisions around you, Kalena. I didn’t realize being a proper husband was going to be so complicated at times. I thought I would always know my duty to you, but it’s not that simple.”

			“As far as I can tell, nothing is simple.”

			“There are other complications,” Ridge murmured. “Take now, for instance. Right now I want to make love to you so badly it’s eating me alive, but I’m afraid of frightening you with the force of my desire.”

			She put her hands on his shoulders, feeling the hard planes of muscle and bone. The heat in him warmed her palms. “After what we have been through together, do you really believe it would be possible for the power of your desire to frighten me?”

			He answered the smile in her eyes with one of his own. “It would seem my biggest mistake in dealing with you is that of occasionally underestimating you.”

			“A dangerous error.”

			“I have a feeling I’m in good company. I think many men make the mistake of underestimating their women. Or perhaps it’s just a matter of not being able to read their minds.”

			The humor faded from Kalena’s gaze, replaced by the glimmering intensity of her emotions. “There was a time during our meeting in the black chamber when I wondered not only if you could read my mind but whether you might be sharing it with me.”

			“Ah, that.” Ridge said nothing more. He just continued to gaze down into her flame lit face. His own eyes were gleaming with both reflected fire and the flames that were so much a part of his nature.

			Kalena groaned and sank her nails lightly into his arm. “Don’t you dare tease me, Ridge. Not about this. I must know. I’ll go crazy if you don’t tell me.”

			“Perhaps it’s only fair for a man to have a few secrets. Women have so many of their own.” Tantalizingly, he drew his palm down her shoulder until his fingers rested on the tunic just above her breast.

			Kalena felt her nipple blossom under the heat of his palm. Her eyes widened She covered his hand with hers. “You know, don’t you?” she whispered half accusingly. “You were there in my mind, touching me, seducing me. It wasn’t some kind of waking dream.”

			“It seems to me that I am always trying to seduce you. I spend a great deal of my time plotting ways to do it.” He leaned down to nibble lightly on her earlobe.

			“But back in the cavern,” she persisted. “Was there something more than just my imagination at work? Tell me, Ridge! If you don’t tell me the truth, I swear I’ll…”

			“You’ll what?”

			She drew a deep breath and boldly let her fingers slide down his leg to the inside of his thigh. “I might do this,” she threatened against his chest. She touched him lightly, stroking the hardening shaft of his manhood through the fabric of his trousers. Ridge groaned huskily.

			“Such torture,” he complained encouragingly into her hair. “You are a ruthless woman.”

			“I’ve had an excellent teacher.”

			“I don’t break easily,” he warned.

			“We’ll see.” With growing exhilaration, Kalena nestled closer and found the fastening of the leather belt that clasped his waist. When she had the buckle undone she let her fingers trail inside. Ridge sucked in air. “Ready to talk?” Kalena asked.

			“Talk? I can hardly breathe.”

			“Why are you being so stubborn about this, Ridge?” She cupped him in her palm and felt his immediate reaction. “I’m only asking for the truth.”

			“Maybe I happen to enjoy your brand of torture.”

			“That’s what I’m beginning to worry about. I would know exactly what happened back there in the cavern, Fire Whip.”

			“Would you?” He slipped the tunic from her shoulders, baring her to the waist. He smiled down at her with lazy sensuality as he let his rough palm graze her nipple in exactly the manner it had done during the strange lovemaking in the black chamber.

			Exactly the same manner, Kalena thought dizzily. She shivered and curled closer to his heat. She felt him shift his position, rising to his feet with her in his arms. Kalena closed her eyes and the next thing she knew she was lying on the pallet. Ridge’s hands were on her thin trousers, sweeping them aside. He pulled briefly away from her, ridding himself of the remainder of his own clothing. Then he was beside her on the pallet.

			His teeth nipped at the inside of her thigh, and the sensation was eerily and exactly as it had been in the black glass chamber.

			“Ridge.” She clutched at him, pulling him to her.

			He waited a moment longer, discovering the dampening warmth that was heating her. He stroked her until she began to twist beneath him. When the excitement flared, causing her to tremble with need, he touched her with his tongue. Kalena sank her nails into him, her desire overwhelming her.

			Then he caught her wrists, pinning them gently to the pallet on either side of her head. Kalena vividly remembered the way she had been held in her dream. Her wrists had been captured just like this. The weight of him had pressed against her in exactly this manner, exciting her, encouraging her, teasing her until she cried out again and begged for his possession.

			“You were there,” she breathed. “You were with me somehow, weren’t you?”

			“Don’t you know for certain?” He parted her legs with his own, sliding into the silken warmth between her thighs until the hard, blunt shaft was demanding entrance.

			“Yes,” Kalena managed, “Oh, yes, Ridge. Come to me. Take me, fill me, I need you so.”

			He drove into her, a ragged groan on his lips as he possessed her completely.

			And that moment, too, was just as it had been in the glass chamber. The moment of possession was also the moment of surrender. It took them both simultaneously.

			Ridge began to thrust heavily, deeply into Kalena, following a rhythm as old as the Spectrum. His hands gripped her shoulders as he began to move in a pattern that made the whole world spin.

			Kalena cried out again, her nails scoring across his shoulders in ancient, feminine patterns that drew Ridge even more completely into her. He took her with a gentle savagery that freed Kalena completely. She was one with him, bound to him, yet wild and free. He soared with her even though he was forever chained to her. The paradox was as inexplicable as it was unquestionable. It existed. It was real. Kalena didn’t try to comprehend it, she simply accepted it, knowing that in that moment Ridge, too, accepted the glittering reality.

			“Kalena!”

			She heard her name on his lips, felt the deep, shuddering climax that he was no longer able to restrain. Then he moved one last, forceful time within her and she, too, was whispering his name in surrender and triumph.

			They clung together, caught in a union that was full and complete. They held each other with the same passionate strength they had used to control the Keys until slowly, inevitably, the room stopped spinning and a languid peace descended.

			Kalena eventually lifted her lashes and met Ridge’s lazy, sensual gaze. The remnants of passion were fading slowly from his golden eyes, and there was a deeply satisfied curve edging his mouth. He made no move to roll off of her, and she savored the feel of the weight of him down the entire length of her body.

			“So,” he murmured, “you have learned to find some form of freedom in my arms, haven’t you?”

			She speared her fingers lightly through his tousled hair. “It’s a paradox, but it’s true.”

			“Will it be enough for you, my sweet Kalena?”

			“More than enough. And now I have the truth about what happened today in the chamber.”

			“Do you?” His eyes teased her.

			She punished him lightly with her nails and laughed silently up at him. “You seduced me somehow, didn’t you? We made love in a way I can’t explain. It was no dream, nor was it a thing of imagination. You were with me, touching me, making love to me.”

			“I will always be with you, touching you and making love to you,” he vowed with sudden fierceness.

			“You set out to subdue me today,” she said thoughtfully.

			“You set out to do the same to me,” he reminded her. “But there was no difference between surrender and victory for us, was there?”

			“No. They are bound together, just as all opposites are linked.”

			“Just as you and I are linked,” Ridge said roughly. Then he smiled wryly. “I think there are going to be times in the future when you and I do battle again, wife. You have learned too much about your own power. I have a hunch I will pay the price.”

			“You would prefer I went in fear of you?” she asked lightly.

			He sighed with exaggerated regret. “I never wanted you in terror of me. But it occurs to me that a little wifely caution might be useful. A wife should have a certain amount of healthy respect for her husband.”

			Kalena laughed up at him. “Poor Ridge. As a husband you do have to walk a fine line, don’t you?”

			“I intend to work hard at being a proper husband to you, Kalena. It is not a job for which I have had much training, but I will do my best.”

			Knowing how completely he meant to honor the promise, Kalena was lost for words. Silently, she pulled his head down to hers and kissed him. “Hold me, Ridge. We’ve been through a great deal today, you and I. All I want now is to feel safe and warm.”

			“Do you feel safe and warm when I hold you?”

			“More than I can say” she whispered.

			He settled himself beside her, gathering her close. His fingers toyed idly with her hair as she fell asleep in his arms. Ridge lay awake for a long while, gazing into the fire and thinking about his future. It would not be exactly as he had once envisioned it. How could he have foreseen Kalena’s presence in his world? But the future he saw tonight held more happiness and satisfaction than he had once been capable of imagining.

			Kalena opened her eyes to the dawn light streaming through the slatted shutters. For a few moments she lay still, contemplating the twists and turns in her fate. No Healer with the gift of Far Seeing could have guessed the pattern in which her future would unfold, she thought with a smile.

			She stretched cautiously so as not to waken Ridge, then thrust one bare foot out from under the pallet covers. Just as she had suspected, the room was quite chilly. A good wife, a dutiful wife, would rise briskly, start a fire and brew a pot of yant tea for her husband.

			Kalena contemplated the pros and cons of being a good and dutiful wife for a moment and almost crawled back under the covers. Then she remembered one small matter that had not been discussed last night. She opted to be a dutiful wife.

			Besides, it hadn’t escaped her that on the one occasion when she had made yant tea for Ridge, he had taken a very genuine very masculine pleasure in the morning ritual. It seemed to put him in a good mood and it made sense to keep Ridge in a good mood whenever possible.

			She winced as she slipped out from under the covers and hurried to the small, primitive privacy chamber to dress. She shivered en route. It was more than a little cold in the room. Fall came early to the mountains.

			A short while later she was seated on the stool in front of a small blaze heating water for tea. She heard Ridge stir contentedly on the pallet and knew he had opened his eyes to watch her. He had undoubtedly been awake since she had risen, but he was quite content to indulge himself in the role of lazy husband. Actually, Kalena thought with a secret smile, there was a great deal about a husband’s life that seemed to appeal to the Fire Whip.

			Kalena poured out a mug of tea and rose to carry it across the room. Ridge looked up at her with satisfied appreciation as he levered himself up on one elbow to take the mug.

			“It’s worth signing a permanent marriage contract with you just to assure myself of hot tea every morning for the rest of my life,” he drawled before he took a sip.

			Kalena tilted her head to one side, watching him closely. “There may be a few mornings in the future when you will have to get your own tea, you know.”

			Some of the lazy satisfaction in him was replaced by wariness. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Didn’t he realize? Kalena swallowed uncomfortably. This wasn’t going quite the way she had planned. “I…I understand it’s common for women to experience some early morning illness when they are with child.”

			Ridge nearly choked on a mouthful of tea. He stared up at her in shock. The mug in his hand tipped precariously as he sat up abruptly. “With child! With child? My child?” He looked and sounded dumbfounded.

			Kalena bit her lip, assailed by a new set of misgivings. “I thought you knew. I thought you realized. Back in the chamber you said you were a part of me. I thought you meant you knew I was pregnant.” She rushed into explanations. “I didn’t plan it deliberately, Ridge. It must have happened that night we spent in the Healer’s valley. I forgot to take the selite powder that day. Do you mind very much? I thought after what happened yesterday that you knew and that it didn’t upset you. I know it’s rather soon and that you might have preferred to wait, but I don’t have much choice.”

			He didn’t seem to be listening to the jumbled explanation. Instead he focused on one tiny fact. “How can you know for sure so soon?”

			“The Healers tested me with Sand. They told me to look inside myself as though I were the patient. It was the strangest experience, Ridge. But when I did, I realized at once that I was pregnant.” She broke off, eyeing him warily. “Are you very upset about it?”

			“Upset? No, of course I’m not upset. I’m just slightly stunned.”

			“You mean you didn’t guess yesterday during our confrontation with the Keys?”

			He shook his head slowly. “There was something there I didn’t completely understand, something in addition to you. I think I sensed new life, but I wasn’t concentrating on it. In any event, it was all tied up with you and I was going to make sure I had you so there was no need to analyze it fully.” He grinned at her without any warning. “Besides, I had a lot of other things on my mind at the time.”

			Kalena cleared her throat. “So you did. Well? How do you feel about it? Are you angry? I have to know, Ridge.”

			He was still grinning. “Do I look angry?”

			“No,” she admitted, relief beginning to well up in her. The gleam of pleased satisfaction in his eyes was answer enough, she knew. “No, you don’t look angry at all.”

			He reached out to set down his mug and pulled Kalena gently down across his thighs. “The plain truth, my love, is that I could not be any happier. I don’t think it would be possible.” He kissed her thoroughly until she was flushed and laughing. Then he lifted his head. “Boy or girl?”

			Kalena blinked. “I don’t know I was so startled, I withdrew from myself immediately. Does it matter?”

			He shook his head, smiling indulgently. “No, it doesn’t matter. Not in the least. Will the babe have my ability with the steel?”

			She shrugged. “Probably, if it’s a boy. It is not a trait that can be inherited in women, apparently.”

			Ridge nodded. “If it’s a boy, I will teach him to control the fire so that it doesn’t get him into trouble,” he said decisively. “He’ll have a temper.”

			“A formidable thought.” Kalena momentarily pictured a household with two males in it who could both set fire to the steel of Countervail. She would have her hands full.

			“But if it’s a girl, perhaps she’ll have your healing skill and your hair,” Ridge went on thoughtfully. “I’d like that, I think. A little girl with hair like yours and eyes the color of Talon Pass crystal.”

			“I’m glad you’re pleased,” Kalena said gently.

			“Very pleased, wife. Very pleased, indeed.” He kissed her soundly again. “Is that the last of the surprises you have for me this morning? Is it safe for me to finish my tea and get dressed so we can get out of here?”

			“You don’t like surprises?”

			“You’ve thrown enough at me since I met you to make a strong man weak.” He gave her a playful slap on her rear and climbed off the pallet.

			“Uh, there’s just one other thing, Ridge…”

			He halted halfway to the privacy chamber but didn’t turn around. “Let me have it fast. I can’t stand it when you string it out.”

			“It’s not a surprise. Just a question,” she assured him.

			He glanced suspiciously over his shoulder. “Well?”

			She hesitated and then asked in a soft little rush, “Do you think I’m too old to enter training as a Healer?”

			Ridge looked relieved. “No, I do not think you are too old. I think you would make a very fine Healer, Kalena. I would be very proud of you.” He chuckled. “But then, I already am very proud of you.”

			She smiled brilliantly. “Thank you, my husband. I am very proud of you, too.”

			His expression became more serious. “We will make a good marriage, Kalena.”

			“Yes,” she said softly, “I think we will.” She would give him everything, she decided, love, respect, loyalty, passion and even a certain amount of wifely obedience.

			The last thought made her smile again. Not too much of the wifely obedience, she told herself. She didn’t want the Fire Whip to grow bored with her.

			 

			The creets must surely be getting tired of the trail to the Healers’ valley, Kalena decided with a private smile later that day as she led Ridge and the birds through the shimmering white veil. But the creets apparently took the attitude that human ways were too irrational ever to be understood; they seemed to want to ignore the curious events of the past few days. They moved obligingly along the trail into the fertile valley below.

			Kalena was aware of Ridge’s uneasiness. She knew it would always be this way for him or any other man in this valley. The sooner she got him back out, the better. Glancing at her stony faced husband, she remarked with a sly smile, “Quintel is always going to need women for this particular trade route, isn’t he? Men are never going to be comfortable here.”

			Ridge shrugged with a deliberate vagueness. “A man feels out of place here. He knows he doesn’t belong.”

			“Exactly,” Kalena retorted. “And for that reason, males will always make lousy traders here. Only women will feel at ease enough to strike good bargains with the locals.”

			Ridge’s mouth twitched. “I can see you have learned something of the ways of trading on this venture.”

			“I’ve tried to pay attention,” Kalena murmured. “It seems to me that since women are so vital to this route, they should be given the largest portion of the trader’s commission.”

			“Uh, Kalena…”

			“Furthermore, I think it would be a good idea if women were given a wider role in trading ventures in general. If they’re useful on this route, they might be useful on others. What’s more, I’ll bet they could handle some of the clerical tasks involved.”

			“Now, Kalena, you can’t just start making sweeping changes in business.”

			“The world is changing, Ridge.”

			“There are times, lady wife, when I get the impression you are out to change it single-handedly,” Ridge said with the age-old groan of the long-suffering male.

			“From what you’ve told me, you will be operating this route for Quintel when we return,” Kalena went on enthusiastically. “That would put you in a position to make many changes.”

			Ridge slanted her a very male grin. “It will be interesting to see what position you assume when you try to convince me to make these changes. I shall look forward to the negotiations.”

			Kalena flushed. “Ridge, I’m talking about business, not sex.”

			“Sometimes it’s hard for a man to tell the difference.”

			“As I once said, you males are a simpleminded lot.”

			Valica, Arona and the others came toward them as the cry announcing their arrival went up across the valley floor. By the time Kalena and Ridge reached the first of the cottages, most of the residents of the valley were on hand.

			Kalena dismounted, the Key case in her fingers. Ridge made no move to help her. As long as she carried the case he could not touch her. He stayed in his saddle, holding the reins of Kalena’s creet while she went forward to meet Valica.

			The older woman smiled with a brilliance that held almost as much light as the Key itself. “We knew you had been successful. We were sure of it. Some wanted to dissolve the white mist that guards the trail, but I thought it would be best to leave it in place until you returned. Come. The Key must be taken back to its proper place. You can tell us everything that happened on the way.” Without any hesitation, Valica turned, striking out for the path on the other side of the small valley that led to the ice cave.

			Kalena glanced at Ridge. “It will take a while. Perhaps a couple of hours.”

			He nodded brusquely. “I’ll wait here.”

			She turned away to follow the others. Only Arona hung back for a moment. She stood in front of Ridge’s creet and examined him with unreadable eyes.

			“There is food in the cottage if you wish it.”

			He inclined his head with a minimum of politeness. “My thanks.”

			Arona gave him an odd half smile. “You needn’t fear, you know She’ll be returning to Crosspurposes with you.”

			“I know”

			Arona hesitated. “She would do better to stay here, but she has a sense of duty and honor that forbid it. She feels her contract demands that she stay with you until the end of the journey.”

			Ridge answered her coldly. “I am aware of Kalena’s sense of duty and honor. But she stays with me for reasons that go beyond our contract.”

			“And you? Why will you stay with her?”

			He did not like this woman, Ridge thought. “I, too, have learned that there are forces that are stronger than even those of honor and duty. Hadn’t you better join the others? They’re already some distance ahead.”

			Arona shrugged and turned away without another word. Ridge watched her go, his eyes following the loose cluster of women as they made their way up a mountain path. He kept his eyes on Kalena until she and the others disappeared around a bend in the trail.

			His creet stamped one clawed foot with mild impatience and Ridge dropped easily from the saddle. “All right,” he murmured soothingly. “I get the point. Let’s go find something to eat. Not much else a man can do in this valley.”

			 

			 

		 
 Eighteen

			 

			 

			On the long ride out of the mountains, Ridge allowed himself to examine his memories of the last chaotic scenes in the chamber of black glass.

			With deliberate intent he made himself go through the last few minutes in careful detail. He was bothered especially by his clear memory of glancing back just before they fled the chamber and seeing that one of the firegel lamps on the opposite side of the chamber seemed to be carried not in panic and fear, but with calm determination. Ridge was certain a figure in a swirling black cape had retrieved the light and disappeared through an exit with it.

			Someone else had escaped the black glass chamber.

			Ridge considered that possibility. Even Griss, the master’s captain, had been too overcome with the shock of failure and a sick rage to make any effort to save himself. His last goal had been Kalena’s throat, not escape. The others had been totally overcome with the consequences of their failed attempt to seize a power they did not understand. But one other man had kept his head.

			That man had to be the unknown master of the cult, Ridge realized. The mysterious leader had to be a man wealthy enough to finance the cost of operating the cult as well as the expense of going after the Dark Key. He had to be a man powerful enough to keep the cult a secret, as well as a man brilliant enough to learn its location from the ancient manuscripts. Such a man had to understand the qualities required to handle the Keys and have the patience to search until he had located a man and a woman who had those unique qualities. He had to be a man clever enough to find a way of putting Ridge and Kalena together so that they could both be used for his ultimate, secret purpose. He had to have access to the kind of inside information required to know Ridge’s journey plans. Such a man would have kept his head during the last traumatic moments in the cavern, even though he was seeing his life’s work collapse before his eyes.

			Without being aware of it, Ridge’s hand moved to rest on the handle of his sintar.

			“Ridge?” Riding next to him as they left the foothills, Kalena saw the telltale movement of her husband’s hand and a small shock of anxiety went through her. “What are you thinking about?”

			He glanced at her and then back at the trail in front of them. “I was remembering all that has happened,” he told her quietly.

			“Ah.” Kalena nodded in sudden understanding. “So that you can make a full report to Quintel, hmm?”

			“I always make a full report to Quintel.”

			She didn’t understand the distant quality in his voice. It was new, a tone she had never before heard from him. Kalena found it strangely disturbing. She was seeking ways to bring him out of the strange mood when Ridge spoke again.

			“Will you miss the Healers’ valley, Kalena?”

			She thought about it. “No, not really. It is an interesting choice for a woman, but it’s not my choice. In any event, it’s not lost to me. Surely I can return to visit occasionally.”

			Ridge’s mouth kicked up at one corner. “Only with me along for company.”

			She smiled. “Afraid I would be lured into staying if I were to return there without you?”

			“Let’s just say I would prefer to be with you to remind you of the one thing you could never find in the valley.”

			“And what would that be?” she challenged laughingly.

			“You’re a woman of strong passions, Kalena. You need a man to satisfy them,” he stated bluntly.

			“You?”

			“Me.” He nodded once, unequivocally, then shot her a speculative look. “Going to deny it?”

			She shook her head, her eyes glowing. “Not for a moment,” she murmured. “You have taught me too well about passion. You are a magnificent lover, Fire Whip. You must know that.”

			To her astonishment, he hesitated. Instead of gloating, he said with pained honesty, “The truth is, I didn’t know it. Not until I had taken you to bed and felt your response to me.”

			“What are you trying to say?” Kalena asked gently.

			She could have sworn she saw a dull red flush of embarrassment on the high bones of his cheeks. Ridge cleared his throat, not looking at her.

			“Kalena, I spend a lot of my time on the trade trail. When I get where I’m going, I usually have my hands full doing whatever it is I’ve been paid to do. Afterward, I spend a lot of time cleaning up whatever mess is left. Then I head back to Crosspurposes. I usually stay there only a short time before heading out on the next assignment. I’m not around long enough to establish any kind of, well, long-term arrangements, if you know what I mean. I’m not saying there haven’t been women, but there haven’t been that many of them, and the, uh, associations are short-lived.” There was a distinct pause before he concluded, “I think I’ve been a matter of curiosity to some…”

			His voice trailed off and Kalena stared at him, remembering the jokes Arrisa and some of the other women had made about the steel of Countervail. For an instant she was torn between sympathy for her husband and a wave of glorious feminine amusement. The amusement won out. Kalena started laughing.

			Ridge muttered something under his breath and then added, “I’m glad you find it funny.”

			“I do,” Kalena gasped between giggles. The creets cocked their heads inquiringly. “I think it’s one of the funniest things I’ve ever heard in my life. Arrisa and some of the others back in Crosspurposes tried to make me promise to tell them whether the steel of Countervail really glowed when you…when you—” She broke off, unable to speak the words. Her laughter bubbled forth again. “You see, Ridge, they have a joke about the real steel of Countervail being that which hangs between…uh, never mind. I couldn’t possibly explain!”

			Ridge drew his creet to a halt and reached out abruptly to stop Kalena’s bird. She wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes and tried to assume a more sober expression. It didn’t work. Ridge sat scowling at her while Kalena dissolved into another fit of giggles. At last he spoke, his tone weighted with male authority.

			“Say one word to Arrisa or anyone else about whether or not the steel glows when I take you to my pallet and I give you my solemn oath I’ll make your sweet backside glow hotter than the steel. Understood, wife?”

			Kalena tried to nod without giving way to more laughter, but failed. “Yes, my lord husband,” she gasped meekly. “I understand. I wouldn’t dare discuss such matters outside the privacy of our sleeping chamber. You can rely on my absolute discretion.”

			“Oh, I do, Kalena.” A slow grin revealed his teeth, and Ridge’s eyes gleamed. “I have complete faith in your sense of wifely discretion. Just as I assume you have complete faith in my willingness to follow through on my promises.”

			“You mean threats.”

			“I mean promises,” he reiterated.

			“I don’t doubt you for a moment, husband.”

			“Excellent. Now that we’ve arrived at an understanding on that topic, we will drop it. We have a lot of ground to cover before nightfall.” Ridge urged his creet into a brisk pace, leaving Kalena to catch up with him.

			“Ridge?”

			“What is it, Kalena?”

			“Will you still be doing Quintel’s trail work after we return to Crosspurposes?” Kalena asked anxiously. “Will you be going away for long periods of time?”

			He shook his head with grave certainty. “No, I’m a married man now. I have a family to care for. I’ll also be busy enough managing my slice of the Sand trade. There will be no more of Quintel’s kind of trail work for me. Ever.”

			Kalena wondered at the emphasis on that last word.

			Much later that evening, when Kalena was seated beside Ridge in front of the trail shelter hearth, he brought up an entirely new subject.

			“What happened when you took the Light Key back to its hiding place?” He stared into the flames.

			Kalena remembered her trip back into the ice cave. “Not much. I did what you had done with the Dark Key. I put the Key, case and all, back where I had found it. In a pool of ice.”

			“Ice? How did you get it into hard ice?”

			She smiled briefly. “It was liquid until I put the case back into it and then…”

			“Then what?”

			“Then suddenly it wasn’t liquid anymore. It’s hard to explain. As soon as I withdrew my hand, the pool froze solid again, just as it had been when I first found it.”

			Ridge studied the flames. “Do you think anyone else could get it out?”

			“I’m not sure. I don’t know what it takes to melt the ice at a touch the way I did. I don’t think it’s ordinary frozen water.”

			“The fire that holds the Dark Key isn’t made of ordinary flames, either.”

			Kalena nodded. “There is something in us that can unlock the Keys. It’s possible there are others with the same ability, but I think it’s rare. The Healers implied as much.”

			“It’s possible we’re the only two people in this generation who could do it,” Ridge concluded. He stretched, his muscles moving smoothly beneath his shirt. “But even if someone could handle the Keys themselves, I doubt that it will be easy to locate either of them a second time. Griss told me it took years and a lot of lives to locate the hiding place of the Key and haul the pit of fire out of the bottom of the crevasse in the mountains. Even when the cult got hold of it, no one in the group could even take the case from the flames, let alone handle the Key. The Healers seem to have done a good job of protecting the Light Key for generations.”

			“They can’t touch it, either,” Kalena said. “But they guard it well. They said that even the Dawn Lords feared the Keys. They couldn’t handle them; they could only try to hide them. There’s no knowing what disaster would be caused if the Stones of Contrast were ever unlocked with the Keys.”

			“If and when that time comes, perhaps there will be others who will know how to control both the Stones and the Keys. In any event, I don’t think we’ll have to worry about it in our lifetime. Or the lifetime of our child.” Ridge cast a meaningful glance at Kalena’s slim waist, his eyes glowing with new fire.

			Kalena met his gaze. “What are you thinking now, Ridge?”

			“That I burn for you, my lady. That I am destined to burn for you all the days of my life.” He reached for her and Kalena went joyously into his arms.

			 

			Two eightdays after their return to Crosspurposes, Kalena stood beneath the glitter of a magnificent crystal firegel chandelier and watched her husband slip quietly out of the ball full of elegantly dressed people. He had said nothing to her about where he was going, but she knew his destination with a certainty that sent a chill down her spine.

			Kalena’s second wedding celebration was being provided by the same man who had provided the first: Quintel. This time, however, the crowd was not composed entirely of members of the Traders’ Guild. It was true that Arrisa, Vertina and several of Ridge’s acquaintances had been invited, but a great many of the guests came from the most powerful Houses of Crosspurposes. When Quintel had issued the invitation to his peers, none had refused.

			It was partly curiosity of course. The fact that the Fire Whip had reopened the vital Sand trade route was no secret. That route supported a good portion of the region’s economy, and none present tonight was unaware of that fact. Many had come to meet the man who now owned a slice of the Sand trade. They were also interested in meeting the trade wife with whom Ridge had signed a permanent marriage contract.

			The second wedding ceremony was most unusual. Trade marriages occasionally became permanent, but such events were rare. The Polarity Advisor called in this time was the same one who had performed the first ceremony. He was secretly pleased that his assessment of the bride and groom had proven accurate. They were, indeed, excellent counterpoints to each other. He formalized the marriage into a permanent arrangement without a qualm.

			This wedding celebration was far more elaborate than the first. The hall was filled with a glittering crowd. The presence of the rich and powerful had a sobering influence on some of the guests whose tendency was to become rowdy in such circumstances. So far, for example, there had been no facetious remarks about the steel of Countervail. Kalena was grateful. She was fairly certain Ridge would have taken exception.

			He had worn black to this second, more glittering celebration. Unrelieved black. Not just a cloak of the dark stuff, but also shirt, trousers and boots. Kalena had not questioned his choice, but she sensed it had not been a casual decision. Nor was it based on her own color selection. Not this time.

			She herself had chosen to wear a red wedding cloak again. But this time she wore it over a tunic of beautifully embroidered yellow sarsilk, trousers of emerald green and soft velvet slippers. With the profit she had made by selling a portion of her share of the Sand, Kalena had been able to afford to indulge herself in her second set of wedding clothes. She had insisted on paying herself, overriding Ridge’s objections with a smile. But she couldn’t stop him from buying her the wedding gift he claimed he owed her in exchange for his embroidered shirts.

			Ridge’s long-delayed wedding gift gleamed on Kalena’s left hand tonight. It was a ring of beautiful, costly Talon Pass crystal. When Ridge had slipped it onto her finger, he had told her the color of the stones matched her eyes.

			Fingering the ring with an absent gesture of uneasiness, Kalena glanced around the room, glad of the few moments of peace she was enjoying. She wanted time to think. It was the first time she had been back in Quintel’s house since she and Ridge had arrived in Crosspurposes. She had not even seen Quintel until this evening.

			As soon as they had ridden into view of the town, Ridge had told her he wanted privacy for both of them. He did not take her to Quintel’s house. He had arranged accommodations at an inn that first night back before going to report to his employer. Kalena had made no protest. She didn’t particularly wish to see the trade baron. The sight of him would always be a reminder of her personal failure. She had no wish to kill him now, but then, she never had. She just didn’t want to spend too much time with him.

			That night when he had returned late from his debriefing with Quintel, Ridge had lain awake for a long time staring at the ceiling. Finally, he had announced that they would be staying at the inn until they could find a house of their own.

			Kalena had spent the next few days interviewing agents who had properties to sell or lease. Eventually she had settled on a charming little villa overlooking the river Ridge had taken one look, pronounced himself satisfied, and scrawled his name on the necessary papers. The deal was closed. Kalena had set up housekeeping in the first home of which she was truly mistress.

			Several days later, convinced she had her home under control, Kalena began talking to the leaders of the Healers’ Guild about the possibility of being taken on as an apprentice. Soon thereafter, she was assigned to three Healers, all experts in various branches of the healing arts, who were willing to undertake instruction.

			Tonight Kalena was as proud of the tiny brazier and pouch of Sand that dangled from her belt as she was of the green crystal ring Ridge had given her in honor of the occasion.

			As she stood amid the swirling, glittering, laughing crowd Kalena told herself that everything should have been perfect, but she knew that was not the case.

			Quintel had disappeared first from the festivities. Ridge had vanished a short time later. Kalena had watched both of them leave, her intuition sending prickles of alarm through her. The words of her aunt’s Far Seeing prophecy suddenly blazed in her mind: Quintel will die the night of your wedding.

			Kalena was suddenly, coldly, frightened. With blinding clarity, the truth forced its way into her mind; a truth that was based on an intuitive knowledge she had been deliberately suppressing for days. Perhaps she had ignored the inner certainty for Ridge’s sake. But now she realized that Ridge was fully aware of the same truth. Being Ridge, he had decided to act on his knowledge. It was not in him to sidestep such a harsh reality. How long had he known? Kalena wondered. Probably since their return to Crosspurposes. He had kept the knowledge to himself while he made his plans. Tonight was the night he had chosen to act.

			With an almost silent cry of concern that no one in the hall heard, Kalena set down her goblet and slipped away to follow her husband. She would not let him face this alone. He was her husband. She would be at his side when the inevitable confrontation took place.

			 

			Out in the garden, Ridge glanced at the moonlight dancing on the rainstone path. Symmetra was almost full again, her red glow lighting the night. It seemed to him that the color on the rain-stones was particularly bright this evening. It reminded him of blood.

			The servant carrying Quintel’s measure of Encana wine was mildly astonished, but not alarmed when Ridge stepped into the House lord’s chambers from the colonnaded walkway. If he thought it strange for the groom to have abandoned the wedding festivities, he was far too well trained to remark on the matter.

			“I’ll take that in to Quintel.” Ridge calmly held out his hand for the tray with its chased goblet. He anticipated no trouble and he had none.

			“As you wish, Trade Master.” The servant hesitated only slightly before handing over the tray with a small bow. Ridge was a familiar figure in the household. All were aware that Quintel trusted his Fire Whip more than he trusted any other man on the Northern Continent, including his servants. The man turned and disappeared down a corridor.

			Ridge glanced down at the wine as the servant vanished. He thought about Kalena’s reckless plans the night of the trade marriage ceremony. Ridge flinched, then deliberately pushed the memory from his mind and pulled the cord to ring the bell inside Quintel’s sound insulated study.

			A moment later the bell on Ridge’s side of the door chimed once, and he knew Quintel had approved his entry into the inner sanctum.

			Ridge walked into the study and closed the door behind him, but did not lock it. Quintel was seated on a chair in front of a black stone desk, his back to the door. The study looked much as it had the last time Ridge saw it. He had never liked the chamber. He didn’t like rooms without windows, and this one had none. Fresh air was provided from the outside by a complicated system of ducts. Quintel insisted on absolute privacy. The hearth in one corner had a small fire in it. The room was lined floor-to-ceiling with books and manuscripts. Some of them, Ridge knew, were very old and handwritten. Others were more recent and had been printed on the new presses that had been invented a few years ago. One locked chest contained Quintel’s most precious volumes.

			The book collection was extensive, and reflected the tastes and interests of a brilliant, questing, restless mind. The section on mathematics was particularly large, as was that containing the studies of the ancient legends of the Northern Continent and Zantalia itself. Ridge had read some of the books on these shelves. Quintel had seen to it that his Fire Whip did not embarrass himself or his lord for want of a decent education.

			“Your wine, Quintel.” Ridge stood quietly, holding his burden and waiting for the other man to turn around.

			Quintel slowly put down the plumed writing instrument he had been using, but he didn’t turn his head. He sat gazing at the swirling motif that had been engraved into the stone of the desk. He was dressed as usual in black, very much as Ridge was dressed. “So, Fire Whip, you have grown bored with weddings? I can’t say I blame you. You’ve been through a number of them lately, haven’t you?”

			“This second ceremony wasn’t meant to happen, was it, Quintel?”

			Ridge thought he saw Quintel tense momentarily, and then the older man at last turned around. He studied Ridge for a long while, his near-black eyes unfathomable. Ridge saw a bitter weariness in the lines of Quintel’s aristocratic features that he did not remember seeing before he had left on the journey to the Heights of Variance.

			“No,” Quintel admitted at last. “There should have been no need for tonight’s ceremony.”

			“Because Kalena and I were never meant to return from our journey.” Ridge set the tray down on a small table near the door and then straightened again, his hand resting idly on the handle of the sintar. The two men faced each other across the short expanse of the room.

			“You know it all?” Quintel’s voice was as expressionless as his eyes.

			“I figured it out on the way back from the Variance Mountains.”

			Quintel nodded as if mildly pleased with the show of intelligence. “Does the woman know?”

			“Kalena knows nothing. I didn’t tell her what I knew had to be the truth.”

			“Sensible. This is a matter between men. There is no need to involve a mere female.”

			“You were willing enough to involve her when you wanted the Light Key, Quintel. You were more than willing to see her killed.”

			Quintel shrugged. “It couldn’t be helped. If it comes to that, you must have figured out that I was willing to sacrifice you, too.”

			“I’m here because of what you tried to do to Kalena, not because you used me. She is my wife, Quintel.”

			“I was so close to the answers, Fire Whip.” One hand clenched briefly into a fist of frustration. “By the Stones, I was close. I needed the right female and all the signs indicated she was it. You I had selected years ago and had kept in readiness.”

			“You needed a man who could control the fire in the steel of Countervail.”

			Quintel smiled wryly. “The ancient legends were right when they claimed that the Dark Key could only be handled by one who could make the steel of Countervail glow with fire. There are few such men in any generation, Ridge. For years I tracked down every rumor of such a male. I wanted a young man, one I could bind to me with ties, of loyalty while I searched for the right female. When I found you on the streets of Countervail, you seemed perfect for my purposes. A tough, intelligent, violent little bastard. No family ties to conflict with the ones I intended to impose. And you rewarded me with such loyalty, Fire Whip. It was amazing, you know. I really did come to trust you completely. I had to take risks with you, of course. Sending you out on the various trade route clean up missions was dangerous. I might have lost you to a bandit’s dart or a well aimed sintar, but I needed a man who had been well honed. I needed to make certain you retained the sharp edge I would need when I finally was able to use you. Only real danger can give a man that kind of edge.”

			“And Kalena?”

			“I needed an untrained Healer, or so the old books claimed. One who had the Talent, but who had not had the Talent channeled in specific directions. According to the old manuscripts, the one who wielded the Light Key must have raw and untapped Talent. The Key needs to feed on it and direct it. A trained Healer could not adapt her skills. The conflict between the Key’s demands and what the training had done to her would have killed her outright before she could take up the Key. Like your ability with the steel, the Talent is a unique gift. It is a curious product of this world, one the Dawn Lords did not possess because they were newcomers to this land. But they soon began to see occasional signs of it in their children. Somehow they discovered that native born generations to come would continue to produce a few people endowed with certain odd gifts. They knew that somehow the talent for fire and the talent for healing would be needed to handle the Keys. The Healer’s Talent is far more common than yours, Fire Whip, but most Healers are discovered early and put into training. It is very rare to find one who has not had the training and a great deal of exposure to Sand smoke. It proved even more difficult to devise a way to get control of her. What decent family would have given up a daughter with the Talent to marriage with a bastard such as you, Fire Whip? It was necessary that both the male and the female be bonded together before they took up the Keys. And then the damn Healers closed the Sand route, making things exceedingly difficult for me with the local Town Council. The right woman was needed, they told my traders. Well, I agreed with them for reasons of my own. I was damn tired of waiting. Then the offer of a trade marriage with her niece arrived from some country Healer in Interlock. It looked as if the forces of fate had finally come together. I knew the moment for which I had planned had finally arrived.”

			“How did you know Kalena had the Talent?”

			“It was a calculated guess based on years of studying the way certain characteristics are passed down through families. By all the rules I have explored and catalogued, the niece of a Healer related by blood should have the skill. Stones only know why Kalena was not trained from an early age, but I was getting desperate. I didn’t have time to question my good fortune. Time was running out for me, Fire Whip. The years have been passing more and more swiftly. A lifetime’s work and study was being wasted. I had to take a chance.”

			“The Cult of the Eclipse was operated by you. You were the master that Griss kept referring to who never appeared.”

			Quintel looked at him. “I was there on the day the two Keys were brought together. I would not have missed the moment I had waited and planned for all these years. I was one of those who stood in the glass chamber.”

			“You stood there with the others and waited for Kalena and I to kill each other.” Ridge was distantly astounded that his temper was so calm. But this was not a time for rage. This was business, the kind of business he had engaged in before in his career with Quintel. He was good at this kind of thing.

			“There was another risk I had to take when I brought you and Kalena together. It was that the two of you would form bonds that were stronger than the power of the Keys. It was a delicate balancing act I tried to carry out, you see. The two of you had to be bound together sufficiently to ensure that Kalena would go back to the Healers’ valley for the Light Key in order to rescue you. Some bonding between the two of you was also needed to allow both of you to handle the Keys. The mathematics of the situation are formidable, I assure you. The equation was highly complex and involved emotions as well as a balance of power. I worked for years on it.”

			“But you hoped the tie between us would not be so strong that we could resist the urge to kill each other when the Keys took over, was that it?”

			“You are very astute, Fire Whip. If all had gone as planned, the energy that would have been released from the Dark Key would have been enough to destroy the Light Key.” Quintel continued speaking, his voice sounding oddly hollow and lifeless. “I was certain the Dark would overcome the Light. For a while all power would have been drained from the Dark Key, and I would have had time to study it, time to learn how to control it myself. I was meant to be the one who could unlock its secrets and the Secrets of the Stones.” He glanced at the locked chest of ancient books. “Some of those volumes are in the language of the Dawn Lords. I taught myself to read their tongue to some extent. More importantly, I was able to decipher their mathematics. Absolutely brilliant. Far beyond anything our own mathematicians have yet developed. There are books in that chest that exist nowhere else in the world, Fire Whip. I have the only copies. I have paid dearly for them.”

			“The price you have paid for some of them was the blood of others, wasn’t it, Quintel? I myself helped you obtain some, didn’t I? Although I didn’t know it at the time. I’ve killed for you, Quintel. I thought I was protecting your precious trade routes when I did it, but there were times when all I was really doing was paving the way for you to get your hands on another of these dangerous books. I know that now.”

			Quintel’s expression tensed with a violent emotion. Ridge watched him warily. He had never seen the trade baron in a rage. Quintel had always been the most composed, the most coldly, cynically controlled of men. But there was something burning in his dark eyes tonight that Ridge had never seen before. It had nothing to do with composure or control.

			“You were born to serve me, Fire Whip, and you have failed me.”

			“I wasn’t born to serve you, Quintel. I realized during the trip back from the Heights of Variance that I was born to kill you.”

			“Impossible. You can’t do it.” Quintel’s scorn was heavy.

			“I’m the only man who can,” Ridge countered softly.

			“Even if it were possible, it would mean your death, too, have you forgotten? Your new bride will find herself all alone in a world that is very hard on a woman alone. Your anger is legendary, Fire Whip, but you are not equally famous for your brilliant thinking when you are in the grip of that anger, are you?”

			“No,” Ridge admitted calmly, “but unfortunately for you, I’m not angry tonight. I have thought it all out and I promise you I have no intention of leaving Kalena to fend for herself. I’m about to become a father, Quintel. I must build a House that is suitable for the babe and his mother.”

			“Fool. How do you propose to kill me without dooming yourself as a murderer?”

			“I have planned well. Your death will look like an accident. And there is no one in this town or the whole of the Northern Continent who will call it by any other name. Everyone knows how loyal I am to you. No one will dream of accusing me of being your murderer.” Ridge’s fingers tightened around the sintar. “It’s time to go, Quintel. You and I have a trip to make tonight.”

			“And if I choose not to go with you?” Quintel’s quiet rage was laced with a strange amusement.

			“Then I’ll knock you out and carry you.” Ridge was unconcerned with that end of the matter.

			“You think I will go tamely with you, Fire Whip?” Quintel scoffed. “I told you once, you were born to serve me. Do you want to know something else? I should have been the one who had the power to control the steel of Countervail. Do you hear me, bastard? It should have been me who could make that sintar glow fire red. I was meant to control it just as I was meant to control the Key itself!”

			The heavy door to the study suddenly burst opened. Startled, Ridge turned to see a woman he did not know standing on the threshold. Her travel cloak flowed around her as she walked into the chamber and closed the door. When the flames on the hearth illuminated the crystal green of her eyes, Ridge suddenly realized who she must be. No one moved in the chamber.

			“Begone, Fire Whip,” Olara of the House of the Ice Harvest ordered. “He is not yours to kill. This is Great House business.”
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			Olara of the House of the Ice Harvest had once been a beautiful woman. Her proud bearing, silvered hair and brilliant eyes would still have been marked as handsome. But years of bitterness and an unfulfilled longing for revenge had taken their toll on her once serene face. Her gaze went briefly to Quintel’s impassive features, and then she glanced again at Ridge.

			“So you are the bastard who seduced my niece and made her forsake her destiny. I saw the threat in you, Fire Whip, but I was foolish enough to believe I had raised Kalena to be strong enough to resist.it.”

			“It was never Kalena’s destiny to kill Quintel,” Ridge stated coldly. “Get out, Olara. This is none of your affair.”

			Quintel lounged back in his chair as if beginning to find a grim pleasure in the confrontation. “There would seem to be no lack of would-be assassins surrounding me tonight.”

			Olara swung her glittering gaze back to his face. “You were the murderer who began this night’s work.”

			“Of what particular murder are you accusing me, woman?”

			“You know well what you have done. I am Olara of the House of the Ice Harvest. Once my clan controlled the trade on the entire Interlock River. But the men of my House stood in your way and you decided to get rid of them. You destroyed my House, and for that you will die.”

			“The House of the Ice Harvest. I seem to have a vague recollection, but…Quintel shrugged, as if it wasn’t worth the effort to try to recall. “I am not easy to kill, Olara of the House of the Ice Harvest. Ask my Fire Whip.”

			Ridge kept his fingers on the handle of the sintar as he sought for a way to get rid of Kalena’s aunt. “This is a matter between men,” he told her roughly. “I will deal with it.”

			“There are no men left in my House,” Olara told him. “And this is Ice Harvest business. You are nothing more than a Houseless bastard picked up off the streets and dressed in expensive clothing. Leave us.”

			Ridge set his teeth and took a step forward, intending to grab the old woman and throw her out of the chamber. But before he could touch her, Kalena threw open the door to Quintel’s study. Her startled gaze went from Ridge to her aunt and then back. Ridge’s growing frustration and fear for Kalena’s safety began to eat away at the inner control he needed.

			“Kalena! Take your aunt and get out of here. Now!”

			“No,” she whispered softly, her eyes pleading with him. “I don’t want you to kill him. He’s not worth it.”

			Quintel laughed. “All this talk of killing is becoming a bore. None of you can touch me. Do you think I am so vulnerable that I can be killed by an old woman or a street bastard?”

			Olara turned on him. “Tonight you will die!”

			Quintel’s laughter faded abruptly. “No, madam. I think that you will be the one to die tonight. You can take these two with you when you go to the end of the Spectrum. I have no further need of a bastard and his whore.”

			Kalena saw the flames of fury crackle to life in Ridge’s eyes. The sight sent a shock of fear through her, because when she had first entered the chamber, she had seen no emotion at all in Ridge’s golden gaze. He had come here tonight to kill Quintel; she knew that. But there had been no evidence of the red fury that was beginning to consume him now. Kalena suddenly realized that never on the horrific occasions when she had seen him kill had there been any sign of the familiar, flaming anger. The sintar he had used had turned red only with its victims’ blood.

			With chilling certainty, she understood how Ridge had stayed alive all these years while doing his dangerous work for the trade baron. Ridge was at his most lethal when he was in total control of his fierce emotions. She had cracked that control by entering Quintel’s forbidden room.

			“Kalena, for the last time, go back to the feasting ball. You shouldn’t have come here. Get your aunt out of here.”

			“She has no duty toward me,” Olara said scornfully, not bothering to look at her niece. “She has foresworn her honor to her House. She is no better than you, bastard. She chose to lie on her back sweating beneath you rather than die honorably.”

			Ridge wasn’t looking at either woman any longer. His wary gaze was on Quintel, who still sat at his desk watching his visitors with relentless, predatory hatred.

			“I can’t leave you alone with him, Ridge,” Kalena said softly. “You’ll kill him.”

			“It must be done,” Ridge said roughly. “Leave us!”

			Quintel flicked a raging, scornful glance at Kalena. “You see how it is with women, Fire Whip? You can never control them. Not as long as you let yourself be weakened by them. And you have done just that, haven’t you? The fire in you should have been mine to use, but you tied yourself to this stupid female and the weapon I had forged was ruined. I should have been the one born with the affinity for fire. By all the power in the Stones, the gift of the steel should have been mine. Given that talent combined with what I have learned over the years I could have mastered the Dark Key and destroyed the Light. With the power of the Dark Key I could have controlled this whole continent. With it I could have unlocked the Secrets of the Stones. Instead, I was forced to search the streets of Countervail for years to find a flawed tool that failed me when I put it to the test.” Quintel’s violent eyes swung to Kalena. “Damn you, trade whore. This is all your fault! You should have paid a thousand times over in the caves. You escaped then, but I swear you will pay this night!”

			“Shut up, Quintel, or I’ll slit your throat here and now.” The sintar was in Ridge’s hand as if by magic. The tip of the steel blade was already changing color as Ridge’s self-control slipped.

			“His life is mine to take,” Olara proclaimed. She withdrew a large packet from her cloak.

			“Ridge! You must stop.” Kalena started forward, her arm outstretched to touch him, but she halted as the first wave of cold struck her. She swung around in horror, searching for the cause of the soul-eating chill and saw the first tendrils of black mist swirl forth from the ventilation ducts in the wall behind her. As if attracted to Kalena only, the mist flowed toward her.

			“Come any closer, Fire Whip, and she’ll die.” Quintel hadn’t moved from his chair, but his hand rested on a strange device that had been built into his stone desk. “The mist will kill her. I invented it and I can control it.”

			Ridge started toward Kalena as the mist thickened around her. He reached through the black fog, grasping her arm to pull her free of the heavy darkness. As the light around her began to dim, Kalena saw the flames in his eyes flare higher. She wondered in panic if the black stuff would have the same effect on him as it had in the shelter.

			She cried out in relief when she felt his hand close around her arm. As soon as he touched her she knew that the mist was not going to be able to turn him into an enemy.

			“I said don’t touch her!” Quintel’s command echoed through the room and instantly the tendrils of black cold tightened around Kalena.

			Helplessly, Ridge released her and stepped back. He whirled to confront Quintel. “Let her go. This is between you and me. It has nothing to do with her.”

			“It has everything to do with her. She is the reason you were unable to complete the task for which I had prepared you all these years.”

			“Blame yourself, then. You found her. You signed the trade marriage contract. You brought about your own disaster,” Ridge snarled. “It was your fate to be the source of your own destruction.”

			“I am the source of his destruction,” Olara intoned.

			Kalena could no longer see the men or her aunt clearly. Even their voices were growing dim. The swirling mist was shrouding her more and more tightly. It coiled around her, imprisoning her in a darkness that was growing colder by the second. She caught a last glimpse of the flames on the hearth, and somehow the sight of the fire got through to her.

			Fire. Fire to release the power of the Sand, a power that came from the Light Key.

			She fumbled with the small pouch at her belt, almost dropping it. Grasping the tiny brazier in one hand, she moved the little switch that released the catalyst into the firegel. At once she felt a reassuring warmth beneath her fingers.

			The mist seemed to writhe with a new, more restless energy as Kalena sprinkled the first pinch of Sand onto the heated firegel. When the white smoke wafted upward she held the brazier aloft. She had no intention of inhaling Sand smoke. She hoped that tonight it would be useful in other ways.

			“Kalena!”

			Ridge’s voice was clearer now. Kalena heard his desperation and tried to respond. “I’m all right, Ridge. I’m burning Sand. The mist is receding. It can’t touch me.”

			For a frantic few seconds she was afraid it was only her imagination that detected the faint withdrawal of the black fog, but soon she realized her senses weren’t deceiving her. The mist was retreating. She tossed another pinch of Sand on the small brazier and watched the thin plume of white smoke swirl into the thick fog that surrounded it. Everywhere it came in contact with the darkness, the mist thinned. Kalena held the brazier in front of her, and a few seconds later the mist had cleared enough to allow her to see Ridge, Olara and Quintel.

			Ridge was holding the sintar as he stood halfway between Kalena and the trade baron. The steel of Countervail was glowing as fiercely as the flames in its owner’s eyes. Olara stood poised with the large packet in her hand. She stared at Kalena. Kalena realized it was the first her aunt knew of her niece having discovered the Talent within herself. Olara looked stricken as she took in the significance of Kalena’s ability to burn Sand.

			“You’re all right?” Ridge’s voice was as brutal as the blade in his hand.

			“I can control the mist with Sand.” There was no point mentioning how little Sand there was in the pouch and how short a time it would last.

			“Damn you!” Quintel raged, leaping to his feet. The fury in him filled the whole room. “Damn all Healers to the far end of the Spectrum.” He stretched out his arms as if he would reach into the thinning mist to grab Kalena. “I will kill you with my own hands, little whore!”

			Ridge stepped into his path, the glowing sintar in his fist. He said nothing, merely waited.

			Quintel snarled and launched himself at the sintar, instead of Kalena. “It should have been mine! I can control the steel. I’ll prove I can control it.”

			Kalena saw the tendrils of mist begin to alter their course as Quintel threw himself toward Ridge. The darkness flickered outward, as if attracted to a new target.

			“No!” Olara screamed, hurling the contents of her packet into the flames on the hearth. “Leave him, bastard. He is mine to take.”

			At once great quantities of white smoke began to billow out into the room. Kalena remembered what the High Healers of the Valley had once said about Sand smoke being dangerous in large amounts. Already there was an acrid taste in her throat and her head was swirling with a sick, dizzy sensation. She knew suddenly that this much of the smoke could kill.

			The black fog reacted violently to the white smoke, roiling toward it in great, seething whorls. Dimly through the gathering black and white haze, Kalena saw the glow of the steel of Countervail. Both smoke and fog were circling toward it as if it were a focus of some sort.

			“Ridge, let go of the steel! Let Quintel have it!”

			Ridge never did understand why he obeyed Kalena’s urgent command. All his instincts and training directed him to stand his ground and use the sintar as it had been designed to be used. Instead, he loosened his grip on the handle just as Quintel’s fingers touched the glowing steel.

			In that same instant Olara screamed as if in agony and leaped to clutch at the blade.

			“The steel is mine!” Quintel shouted, trying to shake off Olara’s clinging hands. “I will prove I can hold it when it glows. I am its master. I was born to master it.”

			“You were born to pay with your life for what you did to my House! You killed my brother.” Olara clawed at his wrists even as the smoke and fog whirled toward them in tighter and tighter eddies.

			Within seconds both Quintel and Olara were lost inside the tightening vortex. Ridge and Kalena fell back, staring at the writhing energy and listening to the anguished cries from the center of the mingled smoke and fog.

			Quintel’s scream of agony and rage was enough to make Kalena’s blood run cold. But it was her aunt’s choked cry that made Kalena start forward. Ridge held her arm, forcing her to stay beside him. She shuddered, the brazier still clutched in her hand as the trade baron and her aunt both fell to the floor. The smoke and fog flowed around them as if seeking to feed. Through a brief break in the mist she could see that Quintel still held the flame-hot weapon in his fists, struggling to control the fire in it.

			“Olara, let go of him,” Kalena pleaded. There was no response. Olara and Quintel were locked in a death struggle from which there would be no escape.

			Ridge stood grimly, holding on to Kalena so that she could not throw herself into the lethal fog in a vain effort to rescue her aunt. There would be no rescue for either Olara or Quintel. Ridge was certain of that. He could only imagine the pain Quintel must be experiencing as the older man continued to clutch the steel of Countervail. No one but Ridge had ever been able to hold the sintar when it was reflecting its owner’s fury. In those brief moments when he had grasped the glowing steel himself, all Ridge had ever been aware of was a curious warmth that seemed to match the heat in his blood. But it was clear the fire Quintel was trying to contain was unbearable. Ridge didn’t understand why the steel continued to glow. He was no longer holding it. But perhaps it still held the fire of his fury. Or perhaps the forces alive within the room tonight kept it on fire.

			“The mist and the smoke are both attracted to the sintar,” Kalena whispered helplessly.

			She stared at the horrifying sight in front of them. The white smoke and the black fog were writhing more tightly than ever around the two on the floor. And then, without any warning, the mists slowly began to dissipate. It was as if there was nothing left for either the smoke or the fog to feed upon.

			As the tendrils began to fade, Kalena saw that neither Olara nor Quintel was moving. The room slowly cleared of smoke and fog and Kalena saw the frozen rictus of a painful death on Quintel’s face. Her aunt lay rigid, her eyes mercifully closed. The sintar lay on the floor where it had fallen. It no longer glowed red.

			Ridge’s free hand was on the doorknob behind him. “Come on, we don’t know what the damned stuff is going to do next. We’ve got to get out of here.”

			Kalena shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “The mist and the fog have run out of energy. It will all soon disappear.”

			Ridge eyed the wispy mist uncertainly. It seemed to be fading like normal morning mist in the heat of the sun, leaving its unmoving victims behind.

			Warily, Ridge went forward. Kalena followed. She didn’t need to inhale any of the last of the brazier smoke to know that Quintel and Olara’s stillness was the stillness of death.

			“I don’t understand exactly how they died.” Ridge picked up the sintar.

			“Look at Quintel’s hands,” Kalena said. His palms and fingers where Quintel had clutched the blade were badly burned. She knelt beside the prone figure of her aunt and sniffed delicately at the remnants of smoke that came from her small brazier. Closing her eyes she looked into the bodies of both the victims. “Their hearts,” she murmured. “Their hearts failed them. The strain was too great.”

			“The strain of what? The sintar and the smoke and the fog?”

			“Fire and ice,” she whispered. “The sintar is a catalyst in some way I don’t understand. Quintel thought he could control it, but he was wrong. In the end he was killed by that which he sought to control.”

			“And your aunt?”

			Kalena got slowly to her feet, aware of tears burning behind her eyes. “Healers are not meant to kill,” she said simply.

			The last of the mist had vanished. Ridge resheathed the sintar and got to his feet. He reached out to touch Kalena in silent comfort. “Call the servants,” he ordered quietly.

			Without a word, she left the room to do his bidding.

			Her new knowledge of the Healing craft told her that when a proper investigation had taken place, the professional Healer’s verdict would be death from heart failure. The burns on Quintel’s hands would be explained away as having been caused by the fire on the hearth when Quintel pitched forward in his death throes. In a way, the Healer would be right.

			 

			Two eightdays later, Kalena crouched on the narrow rainstone path that wound through her newly planted herb garden and gently patted rich soil over the last of the seeds. She straightened, brushing the dirt from her hands and glancing around the small, elegantly proportioned courtyard with deep pleasure.

			The household had settled down well. The villa was easy enough to manage. The two people she had hired to cook, clean and garden were proving to be reliable and well trained. Kalena had ample time to study her books on the Healer’s art and tend to her medicinal garden.

			Ridge awoke in the mornings to yant tea made by his wife’s hand and came home at night to a warm welcome and a smoothly functioning household. He had taken to the domesticated life of a husband and father-to-be with the enthusiasm of a man who knew exactly what he wanted, had found it, and intended to keep it at all costs.

			Kalena was pleased with herself and her new life. Occasionally, when she stopped and talked to Arrisa or Vertina in the street, she felt a distant pang of curiosity about what her life would have been like if she had chosen to follow their path. They, on the other hand, were quite pleased with their lives. The fortunes of women involved in trading were on the rise, thanks to certain changes that were being introduced by the Fire Whip. The fact that such changes were being instigated by Ridge’s wife was common knowledge.

			But Kalena didn’t have any regrets. Her work as a talented Healer-in-training was already filling the strange void she had always sensed in herself. She knew instinctively she was at last doing what she had been born to do.

			“There you are, Kalena.”

			She glanced up to see her husband step away from the shaded walk that surrounded the garden and move out into the sunlight. He strode toward her along the path, a small book in his hand. He wasn’t smiling as he frequently did when he came across her in the garden. Instead, his golden eyes were serious.

			“You’re home early, Ridge.” Kalena stood and lifted her face for his kiss while keeping her dirt stained hands away from his embroidered shirt. “I thought today was the day you had to attend the meeting of the Town Council.”

			“It was. That’s over and done. I came home to show you this. I found it when I went through a chest of books in Quintel’s study this morning.”

			She took the small, leatherbound volume without glancing at it. “What happened in the council meeting?”

			“What I expected would happen. They gave me full control of the Sand trade route.”

			“Ah,” Kalena said with a knowing smile. “The next thing you will get is a seat on the council. Mark my words. After that there will be no stopping you, my lord. You will have the financial resources and the political clout to forge a recognized Great House.”

			“Possibly.” Ridge didn’t seem interested in her forecast of their future. “Kalena, this book is a record Quintel kept. It goes back for years. Long before I met him. Everything is in there. It tells how he first became fascinated with the Dawn Lord legends and tales of the Stones and the Keys. I read portions of it this afternoon. He describes how he used the Mathematics of Paradox to discover where the Dark Key was hidden, and he very casually notes all the men who died trying to retrieve it. He felt nothing for those men, Kalena. Whenever one was killed in that crevasse in the caves, he wrote off the death as though he had merely lost another tool.”

			Kalena nodded sadly, glancing down at the book in her hand. “Everything he did was aimed at unlocking the power of the Keys, and, perhaps, finally the Stones. He cared about nothing and no one else. What have you done with the contents of his library, Ridge?”

			Ridge ran a hand through his dark hair. “Many of the books can go to the various libraries maintained by the different guilds. The Healers’ Guild will pay a fortune to get possession of some of the volumes. But I’m not sure what to do with the dangerous ones that are in that chest. A few are actually written in the old language of the Dawn Lords. At least I think it’s their language. I can’t read it, but some of the letters remind me of the letters that were carved into the box that held the Dark Key. There is a vague similarity between the old language and our own. Perhaps that’s why we thought the writing on the boxes looked familiar. A part of me says I should destroy the old books, but something else within me resists the idea of destroying such knowledge. There may come a time, Kalena, when this world of ours has need of that knowledge.”

			Kalena looked at him consideringly. “Every Great House has a few secrets,” she told him with a small smile. “And a few very heavy responsibilities. It’s possible those dangerous books are meant to be our House’s secret burden.”

			Ridge gave her a sharp glance. “You think we should keep them?”

			“We will lock them away. They will be handed down to our children and to our children’s children. Who knows how many generations may come and go before the books are needed? When that time comes, we must trust our descendants to do what is right. After all, they will carry within them the power of fire and ice, and they will have something else, something more important.”

			Ridge watched her closely “What is that?”

			“A sense of honor and duty. I cannot envision any of our descendants lacking either, can you? They will do whatever must be done when the time comes to use the books.”

			Ridge smiled wearily. “I think you may be right.” The smile faded. “But that’s not what I came to show you.”

			“What is it in this little book of Quintel’s that you want me to see?”

			“The truth about what happened to the men of your House,” he said starkly. “Olara was right. Quintel had them killed.”

			Kalena took a deep breath to steady herself. “Why?”

			“Because they were refusing him access to a river route he wanted for his trading ventures. He notes that there were only two males left in the House of the Ice Harvest. The female members of the House, of course, didn’t matter to him. He decided it would be simple to get rid of the obstruction the House was causing.”

			“Of course,” Kalena echoed softly. “So he had the men killed. Olara told the truth. I think I already knew that. If she had not been very certain of her facts, she would never have tried to kill. As it was, she felt she had no choice.” Her eyes were wide and questioning as she continued to stare at Ridge.

			Ridge’s mouth tightened as he saw the way she was looking at him. He said with gritty pride, “I wasn’t the one Quintel used to kill your father and brother Kalena. I knew nothing about it. He would have known better than to assign me such a task. I did many things for him, but I never set ambushes designed to make it appear that honorable, innocent men died by accident. I swear it on my honor.”

			“I know that, Ridge.”

			He continued to study her carefully for a while, and then he visibly relaxed. “You believe me.”

			“I have always believed you,” she said. “If you had been responsible for the death of my father and brother, you would have told me so long ago.”

			“Yes.”

			She held the book out to him. “I think you’d better lock this up with the old books of the Dawn Lords. There is nothing in this diary for either of us now, is there?”

			Slowly, he took the small volume from her. “No,” Ridge agreed. “There’s nothing in it for us.” He glanced around the garden. “You’ve been working hard.”

			“My first medicinal herb garden,” Kalena said with satisfaction. “In a few months this court will be blooming. I just finished putting in the xanthria seeds.”

			“What’s xanthria?” Ridge asked with idle curiosity.

			“ A very useful herb that is used to treat men who have a particular physical problem.” Kalena smiled mischievously.

			“What type of physical problem?”

			“One that prevents them from properly carrying out their husbandly duties in the sleeping pallet.”

			He grinned. “You must be sure to keep a good supply on hand for me in case I ever become lax in such duties.”

			“Somehow,” Kalena murmured, stepping into his arms, “I can’t envision you ever suffering from such a problem.”

			“Not as long as I have you in my pallet,” he agreed huskily as he pulled her close.

			 

			Kalena awoke very early one morning in late spring and knew without lighting the Sand brazier that the time had arrived. She lay quietly beside Ridge, thinking about the past and the future. A serene, secret, womanly smile played about her mouth as she contemplated the richness of her life. And then another contraction warned her that the newest member of the family was eager to enter the world.

			Kalena got out of the pallet, moving a little awkwardly because of her temporary roundness, and slipped into the robe that she kept near the hearth. Then she calmly made a mug of hot yant tea and went to wake her husband.

			Ridge turned on his side, looking up at her with sleepy eyes as she reached down to hand him his tea.

			“It’s early,” he remarked with a lazy yawn. “Come back to bed.” He patted the covers invitingly.

			“Not this morning, Ridge.” Kalena smiled. “Your son or daughter is on the way.”

			“What!” He came up out of the sheets and blankets like a sintar being withdrawn from its sheath. The mug of tea went flying. “What in the name of the Stones are you doing running around making yant tea? Get back into the pallet. I’ll send for the Healer who’s been tending you. Where’s that pot of herbs you’re supposed to drink?” He dashed across the room, stark naked, and yanked the cord that would summon the servants. “Didn’t you hear me, Kalena? I said get back into the pallet.”

			Kalena’s smile broadened. “Yes Ridge,” she said meekly. Then another contraction hit her and her smile grew shaky. She touched her rounded stomach and made her way very carefully to the pallet.

			“Dammit, Kalena.” Ridge was at her side instantly, easing her down. “You should never have gotten out of bed. You should have awakened me immediately.”

			“I love you, Ridge,” she said serenely.

			Ridge’s golden eyes blazed down at her. “I love you, too, Kalena. More than my life. You are my life. You know that, don’t you?”

			“I think so,” she whispered. “But it’s nice to hear it every so often.” She gasped as the next wave of contractions struck. “Maybe we’d better discuss this later. I think you’d better hurry and send for the Healer, my love.”

			Ridge was already at the door, yelling down the hall to the sleepy servants who were on the run to answer the Fire Whip’s summons. Everyone acknowledged that Ridge’s temper had undergone a great change for the better since he’d taken a wife, but no one in his right mind took foolish chances by deliberately provoking him.

			 

			A few hours later, Ridge and Kalena’s son came into the world, making his irritation with the whole event known to everyone within hearing distance. It was obvious from the start that the babe had inherited his father’s fiery temper. It was also soon discovered that his mother had the power to soothe the son just as easily as she could the father.

			Kalena awoke from the deep sleep into which she had fallen following the birth and found Ridge nearby. He was gazing down into the cradle that stood beside the pallet, examining his son in detail.

			Kalena turned her head on the pillow “Do you approve, my lord?”

			Ridge tore his fascinated gaze from the infant and walked quickly over to the pallet. He dropped down beside it, taking Kalena’s hand in his. His expression was intense. “You have given me more than I had any right to expect,” he said with husky emotion. “Your love and now a son. I swear I will love and care for you as long as I live, Kalena.”

			“I’m glad you’re happy, Ridge,” she said softly.

			“Happy,” he repeated, shaking his head slightly. “I don’t have the words to tell you how happy you have made me. I never knew what happiness was until I met you. What about you, Kalena? Any regrets?”

			She smiled at the anxiety in his eyes and shook her head. “None,” she said truthfully. “We are bound together, you and I. How could I be content without you?”

			He leaned forward to kiss her tenderly, and when he lifted his head he was smiling wryly. “I almost forgot.” He reached for a leather box that was sitting on a nearby table. “These came from the jeweler’s today. I was going to surprise you with them tonight, but you got your surprise in first.” He opened the box to reveal three House bands nestled in sarsilk. Two were adult sized. One was for the wrist of an infant.

			Kalena reached out wordlessly and picked up the smaller of the two adult bands. Inscribed with exquisite precision on the metal was the emblem of a new Great House. The symbol for fire was interwoven with the symbol for ice. Beneath the symbols were inscribed the words: House of the Crystal Flame. After that came the engraved seal of official recognition from the Hall of Balance.

			Kalena slipped the House band onto her wrist. Her eyes met Ridge’s as she spoke the old, formal words. “I accept the honor of being the Lady of the House of the Crystal Flame, and I accept also the responsibility that goes with it. I will be loyal to the House and its lord. Our children shall be raised knowing that the honor of the House is theirs to keep, protect and defend. I seal this vow with my life.”

			Ridge took up his own wrist band and slipped it over his arm. “My life, my fortune and my loyalty are bound forever to you, my lady. You are the heart and soul of this House. I will love, keep and defend you as long as I live, and so doing I will be preserving this House.” Then his face broke into a smile.

			“There has always been more than honor and duty between us, hasn’t there, Fire Whip?” Kalena asked, her gaze as warm as her husband’s.

			“From the start,” he agreed. “We are bound by many things, you and I. But nothing is as strong as the love that holds us together.”

			He bent his head to take her lips in a kiss that conveyed the full Spectrum of that love. Kalena responded completely, knowing the fires of their passion would warm them the rest of their lives.

			 

			 

			* * *
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			THE unconscious man stirred slightly and groaned. He did not open his eyes and therefore was unable to appreciate the flamboyant luxury that surrounded him.

			He lay on the polished marble floor of an ornately appointed room. A high, heavily embossed ceiling arched overhead. The golden glow of the vapor lamps filtered through intricately beveled glass fixtures. A long, narrow table of polished black stone dominated the small chamber. The table was curved, forming a semicircle.

			Five people sat around the table. Two of them, the older man and woman, were obviously the matriarch and patriarch of the clan. The other two, a handsome young man and an equally attractive young woman, were clearly sister and brother. The distinctive combination of silvery blond hair and night-dark eyes that marked the father also characterized his offspring. The mother was also blond and dark-eyed, although her coloring came from a different set of genes. None of the four could be described as petite. The Avylyns were a tall, well-built clan, the men broad-shouldered and the women full-bodied.

			The fifth person present was another young woman. She was quite slender and far more delicately built than the others; she also lacked their regal height, much to her private disgust. There were times when she would have found the sheer presence that being tall and statuesque conveyed very useful.  She had however, found ways to compensate.

			Her neatly arranged brown-gold hair and wide, hazel eyes also set her apart. But even if her looks and coloring had not been radically different, her attire would have made it clear she was not a member of the Avylyn Clan.

			Sariana Dayne was discreetly dressed in a conservative, dark green outfit that featured a strictly tailored jacket and a simple, flared skirt that ended just above her ankles. The snug little jacket emphasized her slenderness and its crisp, high collar framed her throat. Beneath the hem of the skirt dark stockings and low-heeled slippers of soft leather were visible. She wore no jewelry.

			The other two women at the table were wearing modishly cut, low-necked gowns in vivid gemstone hues with billowing sleeves and full skirts draped over large bustles. Their high-heeled slippers were made of heavily embroidered satin and their hair was arranged in towering confections of cascading curls.

			The women’s jewelry was magnificent. The Avylyns were, after all, a clan of jewelers. Fragile links of gold set with colorful stones were entwined in their hair. Several pairs of earrings vied for space on each pair of earlobes. The Avylyn women had their ears pierced in so many places Sariana had often thought it remarkable that there was any skin left there at all. Their ample bosoms were adorned with wide collars fashioned of gold and silver and two kinds of rare quartz. They had rings on almost every finger.

			The men were equally gaudy in appearance. They wore brightly colored doublets, scarlet tights and shirts with enough fabric in the slashed sleeves to sail a ship. They wore nearly as many jewels as the Avylyn women.

			Sariana had noticed lately that Bryer, the handsome eldest son, had adopted the new fashion of wearing a vividly decorated codpiece. He had one on tonight. The truth was, she probably couldn’t have failed to notice it if she’d tried. Codpieces were not easily overlooked, especially ones set with semiprecious stones.

			The Avylyns had flair, Sariana observed once again with secret amusement. There was not a dull one in the bunch.

			The members of the Avylyn Clan tended toward the dramatic in their choice of clothing just as they did in everything else. After a year of living in the household, Sariana was accustomed to her employers’ dazzling attire and volatile ways. She had even grown quite fond of them, much to her surprise. They could be exasperating but they were also rather fascinating, just like everything else here in the western provinces.

			The man on the floor groaned again, interrupting Sariana’s thoughts. One booted foot shifted slightly on the marble.

			“Excellent,” Sariana said as she looked down at the man sprawled on the floor. “We’re in luck. He’s not dead.” She kept her voice light and cheerful, trying not to show the relief she felt. Never let the client know you were nervous was one of her mottoes. She sent up a silent thank you to whatever unseen forces looked out for business consultants. At least she wasn’t going to have to worry about explaining a dead man to the authorities. Her palms were still damp from the anxiety she had been hiding.

			“Might be better for all of us if he were dead,” Bryer Avylyn said gloomily. “He’s going to be very angry when he wakes up.”

			Sariana glared at the striking scion of the Avylyn Clan. “Don’t be ridiculous. What happened was an accident. I’m sure this Shield person, or whatever it is you call him, will understand that when we explain what happened. How could we know that your Aunt Perla’s recipe for a mild hypnotic drug would have this reaction on him? It should have done nothing more than put him into a light trance. It was supposed to make him friendly and amenable. It wasn’t supposed to make him pass out.”

			Bryer lifted his head to meet Sariana’s eyes. A lock of his brilliantly blond hair fell across his brow. Sariana knew that the charmingly sexy style in which Bryer’s hair arranged itself had been precisely calculated by a very fashionable hairdresser. The style highlighted Bryer’s dark eyes, making the contrast to his gilded hair that much stronger.

			“Sariana, you don’t understand,” Bryer informed her with deep foreboding. “Shields are not known for their understanding and patience. You don’t seem to grasp the fact that this man is potentially very dangerous. He was raised on the frontier. He makes his living fighting the border bandits. He is not going to take kindly to what we have done. I’m telling you we should never have tried this trick. We should never have listened to you in the first place.”

			Bryer’s mother, who was sitting at the other end of the glistening black stone table spoke firmly. “That’s enough, Bryer. This was a family decision. We all agreed with Sariana that getting a Shield to help us was our only chance.”

			Indina Avylyn glanced at her husband who sat at the opposite end of the semicircular table. “Isn’t that right, Jasso? You yourself said it. We’re all in this together. We had no choice. We must go through with this wild plan for the sake of the Clan of Avylyn.”

			Sariana couldn’t help but admire the stirring quality Lady Avylyn had infused into those last words. Lady Avylyn had descended from a clan of dramatists. Even though she had married into a jewelsmith clan, she had never quite abandoned her origins.

			Lord Jasso Avylyn shook his graying blond head uncertainly as he stared down at the man sprawled on the floor. “I fear we have no choice now but to go forward with Sariana’s plan. We can only hope this Shield doesn’t wake up in such a towering rage that he decides to kill us all before he even listens to our proposal.”

			“Father, he wouldn’t do that!” Mara, the Avylyns’ only daughter, sprang to her feet in an impassioned movement. She had inherited some of her mother’s talent. The skirts of her long, deep blue gown swirled around her delicate high-heeled slippers. Her chest, a great deal of which was exposed by the elegant gown, heaved dramatically. The motion of her chest caused the beautiful jeweled collar around her neck to shimmer. “I spoke to him last night, remember? I had a chance to talk to him in the tavern before I put Aunt Perla’s medicine into his ale. Admittedly he was somewhat drunk, but he certainly didn’t seem violently inclined.”

			Bryer gave his sister a disgusted look. “Of course he didn’t seem violently inclined. He was trying to seduce you. And you were enjoying playing the role of loose woman, weren’t you? I’ll wager the only thing you talked about with him was sex. The last thing he was likely to do was show you his violent side when he was trying to talk you into bed. But he’s a Shield, Mara, never forget that. You have heard the legends about Shields. Violence is bred in their bones.”

			“So is honor!” Mara was incensed. She whirled to confront her brother, her dark eyes flashing. “By the blood of the Ship’s Captain, Bryer Avylyn, don’t you dare call me names. I was playing the role I was assigned to play. No more, no less. This was all Sariana’s idea, remember? She’s the one who suggested I portray a tavern wench looking for a good time.”

			“Children, please,” Jasso said anxiously. “This is no time to quarrel. Our goal is to regain the prisma cutter from the hands of those thieving Nosorians. We’ve gone too far to back out now.”

			“But, Father…”

			Sariana decided to intervene before the situation got completely out of hand. A family quarrel was in the making and she had neither the time nor the patience to weather one tonight. All of the blond, handsome Avylyns had strong tendencies toward melodrama. In that respect they were typical of most of the inhabitants of the western provinces. Give any one of them a convenient stage, Sariana had learned, and one could expect an outrageous display of dramatic fireworks. Not to mention a lot of noise.

			Sometimes the noise of the Avylyn Clan was too much for her. Sariana had been brought up in a far more civilized household. But the elegant, sophisticated, well-managed home of the Dayne Clan lay halfway around the planet of Windarra on the eastern continent. A year earlier Sariana had made the wrenching decision to leave her clan and journey across the seas to the wilds of the western continent. There was not only an ocean between her parents’ home in Rendezvous and her new home in the town of Serendipity; there was also a gaping abyss in terms of lifestyle. Sariana was still working on the problem of culture shock.

			The artisans, craftsmen, designers and gemologists of the Avylyn Clan were technically Sariana’s clients. Officially she was their business manager. Although she was only a couple years older than Mara, there were times when Sariana felt more like a nanny than a business manager.

			She coughed gently and tapped the table with the heel of the small fan she carried. The fan was a western affectation she had somehow acquired. It had its uses.

			“If I may have your attention, please.” Sternly she regarded each member of the Avylyn Clan present at the midnight meeting.

			The need for secrecy had led Lord Jasso, the patriarch, to ordain that only the oldest and most immediate members of the Prime Family be present tonight. Even Luri, the youngest son, was not here. Needless to say, no one beyond the Prime Family had been notified of either the loss of the valuable prisma cutter or the plan for recovering it. Aunts, uncles, distant cousins and other assorted Avylyns were being kept in blissful ignorance, as were all business rivals. The responsibility for protecting the cutter was, after all, the task of the Prime Family of the Clan. Now that it had been stolen, Jasso’s duty was clear. He had to get it back, even if it meant dealing with a dangerous Shield.

			In practical terms that meant Sariana had to find a way to retrieve the cutter. A business manager’s lot was often a difficult one.

			“We are committed now,” Sariana said coolly. “There is no turning back. Granted, the fact that the drug didn’t work as it was supposed to has made things slightly more difficult, but we can adapt to the situation.”

			“It’s because they’re different,” Lady Avylyn said with a sigh.

			Sariana glanced at her, impatient with the interruption. “I beg your pardon, Lady Avylyn? What are different?”

			“Shields. The members of the Shield clans are different,” Lady Avylyn explained gravely. “That difference is more than just a matter of customs and dress and manners. It goes all the way to the bone.”

			Sariana blinked in astonishment. “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Lady Avylyn.”

			It was Lord Avylyn who tried hurriedly to explain. “It’s part of the legend, you know. Shields are—well, not quite like the rest of us. It’s difficult for you to understand because you don’t have any equivalent to the Shield class in the eastern provinces. Here the Shields occupy a special niche in society. They are living legends.”

			Sariana glanced at the man on the floor with a mildly derisive expression. “That’s a living legend? He looks more like a frontier bandit who wandered into town and got drunk.”

			Lady Avylyn was horrified. “Don’t ever call him a bandit, Sariana. Shields are very proud. They spend their time getting rid of bandits. You should hear some of the tales of frontier battles.”

			“No offense,” Sariana said briskly, “but in my opinion, you westerners give entirely too much credence to your legends and tales.”

			“Just because you easterners have forgotten all your First Generation tales doesn’t mean we have ignored our own history,” Mara exclaimed.

			Sariana was annoyed. “The fact that we easterners didn’t bother to immortalize our history in a lot of silly ballads and plays doesn’t mean we have forgotten that history.” She resented the implication that the descendants of the colony ship The Rendezvous had not protected their history as well as the descendants of The Serendipity had.

			“The descendants of the First Generation colonists from The Rendezvous,” she continued, “may have lost most of their technology and some of their records in the struggle to survive on Windarra just as your people did, but we didn’t invent a lot of wild tales to fill in the gaps. This is not, however, the time to be arguing over which group of colonists kept the best track of their history.”

			“That much is true,” Lady Avylyn said and then dramatically lowered her voice. “But whether or not you choose to believe our legends, Sariana, please be careful when dealing with them. Especially this particular legend.” She indicated the man on the floor. “There aren’t many Shields. Never were. Their birthrate is very low and the offspring are always male which sometimes makes for some, uh, difficulties…”

			“I don’t see why,” Sariana said with a frown. “Oh, you mean there aren’t any women in their social class except those who marry into it?”

			“Their marriage customs are rather odd,” Lady Avylyn began awkwardly. “You see, they—” She stopped as the other members of the family stared at her. She cleared her throat and waved her fan in a gesture of impatient dismissal. “Never mind,” she went on hurriedly. “It’s rather complicated. Just take our word for it. Shields can be difficult. The last thing one wishes to do is antagonize them.”

			“Shouldn’t you have mentioned that fact when you first told me a Shield might be able to help us get back the prisma cutter?” Sariana retorted.

			“We did tell you that Shields are different,” Jasso reminded her. He sounded resentful and with good reason. When the plan to engage a Shield had first been proposed, Sariana hadn’t paid much attention to warnings of potential difficulties. “We explained they walk their own paths and tend to stay on the outskirts of society. They live on the frontiers for the most part. One doesn’t run into one in town very often. Fortunately.”

			Bryer looked speculatively at the man on the floor. “But occasionally one finds a Shield useful.”

			“Useful as a mercenary,” Sariana clarified dryly. “Let’s all stop snapping at each other. For better or worse, we’ve got our Shield and we managed not to kill him in the process. Barely. We must go forward from here. Our first priority is getting back that prisma cutter, and from everything you have told me, hiring a Shield is our best bet.”

			“I’m not sure he’s going to consider this a valid employment contract,” Jasso said skeptically. “I wonder why he passed out from that tiny drop of hypnotic drug Mara gave him?”

			“Because Shields are different,” Lady Avylyn said firmly. “I told you that.”

			Sariana was amused more than alarmed by the Avylyns’ conviction that the man on the floor was somehow fundamentally different from other people.

			Sariana eyed her captive. He certainly dressed differently than the members of most of the other social classes she had encountered in Serendipity. The truth was, she found his strictly styled, close fitting dark trousers and unadorned long-sleeved shirt something of a relief from all the showy fashions that were popular in the capital city of the western provinces.

			He had on a severely cut waist-length jacket instead of the more popular flowing cape, and his boots and belt were made of untooled leather. There was nothing outrageous or ornate about his attire. No gems set in the heels of his boots or tracings of silver on the collar and cuffs of his shirt.

			And no codpiece, Sariana noted with a flash of humor. She found that fact oddly reassuring.

			The only item of the Shield’s apparel that could be called decorative was the black leather pouch he wore attached to his belt. The pouch itself was made of the practically indestructible hide of the legendary snake cat. Sariana had never actually seen a snake cat, but Luri, the Avylyns’ youngest, had regaled her with hair raising tales of the beasts. Apparently they favored swamplands and could swallow a man in one gulp.

			Sariana had no idea how accurate such tales were, but on the whole she was happy to forego the experience of encountering a live specimen. She wondered if the man on the floor had actually hunted for the leather to be used in his pouch or if he’d bought lt.

			It was the clasp on the leather pouch that constituted the man’s one item of adornment. But that single item was a major exception. The pouch was sealed and locked with an intricate mechanism fashioned from pure prisma.

			Sariana had learned enough about the jewelry business from the Avylyns to recognize the strange silvery crystal when she saw it. She had also learned something of its value. The clasp on the pouch was worth a fortune. Prisma was the rarest and most expensive of all jewels. The man sprawled on the floor did not look as if he could afford such an expensive closure for his pouch. Perhaps he’d stolen it.

			“My apologies if I offend the Clan,” Sariana said firmly, “but to be honest, the man does not appear to be all that dangerous. That’s the problem when one puts too much credence in First Generation myths and legends. One forgets to deal in facts. I see no reason why we can’t continue with our plan just as soon as he wakes up.”

			Lord Avylyn was troubled. “Do you really think you can deal with him, Sariana? How are we going to explain what happened in the tavern?”

			“Don’t worry,” she assured him confidently. I’ll do the talking.” She glanced again at the black leather kit attached to the Shield’s belt. Something made her very curious about it. On impulse she rose to her feet and strode briskly around the table to where the man lay motionless.

			“Sariana!” Lady Avylyn gasped. “What are you doing? Don’t touch that.”

			“Nonsense. It might be useful to know what the Shield considers valuable enough to decorate with prisma.” Sariana knelt down beside the man and examined the leather strap that held the pouch to the belt. She put out her hand to undo the fastening and then paused uncertainly. Behind her she could practically hear the others holding their collective breath.

			Up close like this, the Shield appeared larger and infinitely more solid than he had looked from across the room. A man lying sprawled on his back fooled the eye slightly and looked smaller than he actually was. But now that she was kneeling beside him, Sariana got a whole new perspective. She began to sense why the Avylyns were so wary of the Shield they had captured.

			There was a smooth, well-muscled strength in his shoulders and the lines of his thighs were sleek and powerful. He was lean and tough looking, and the arrogant set of his features—even when unconscious—only served to emphasize his other hard qualities.

			Sariana realized she was forgetting to breathe. She found herself inexplicably and acutely aware of the man in a way she couldn’t explain. She was suddenly, intensely interested in him. No, it was beyond that. She realized that for some reason she was fascinated by him. If she had any faith in western tales of goblins and fairies, she might have believed she was under a small spell. But that was a crazy notion.

			Her fingers hovered above the fastening that held the leather pouch to the Shield’s belt, but she didn’t quite touch the object. Instead she found herself examining the man’s face more closely.

			His hair was black, as dark as a midnight sky. He wore it much shorter than the fashionable men in town. Sariana’s gaze moved quickly over his closed eyes. She speculated briefly about their color and decided they would probably be dark. Dark eyes were common on the western continent. Then her gaze went to his sharp nose, took in the well etched but grim shape of his mouth and went on to the hard lines of his jaw.

			The Shield could not be deemed handsome, but Sariana knew with a sense of shock that this man would never need to trade on his looks. It was clear to her that he would make his way in the world on his own terms, even though he moved on the fringes of respectable society.

			A tiny shiver went through Sariana as she crouched, gazing down at the man on the floor. She realized that she had been staring at him much too long. She had to break the strange sense of enthrallment.

			Angry at the effect the unconscious Shield had had on her, she quickly jerked open the leather catch that held the pouch to the belt.

			Lady Avylyn took a deep, shaky breath and Mara gave a soft cry as Sariana lifted the pouch free. Jasso and Bryer just groaned.

			In that instant the Shield lifted his dark lashes without any warning and Sariana had the answer to her earlier question about the shade of his eyes. They were an unfamiliar blue-green. She had never seen eyes quite that color before in her life. They locked immediately on her face. Sariana was gripped by the unnerving conviction that she suddenly knew far too much about him.

			He could be dangerous.

			An implacable enemy.

			He would be a fiercely possessive lover.

			Sariana felt the breath catch in her throat at that last, unbidden thought. For a few shocking seconds she questioned the fundamental intelligence behind the plan she had initiated and talked the Avylyns into accepting. She wondered if she had just made the biggest mistake of her short career as a business manager.

			But as she had told her clients, there was no turning back.

			 

			Gryph Chassyn focused painfully on the woman standing above him, the one who had had the breathtaking arrogance to actually separate him from his weapon kit. No sane westerner would have risked such an act, unless the fool was looking to get his or her throat slit.

			The woman was still standing because Gryph sensed that she did not realize the significance of what she had done. There were others in the room who did realize it, but he ignored them. The woman was the one who held his kit. She was the one he watched. She fascinated him.

			Gryph ‘s first coherent thought after he concluded she was not an enemy was that he wanted her. Badly. A ravenous hunger was pouring through his veins. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced around a woman. It left him feeling disoriented, frustrated, and shaking with a strange tension.

			He forced himself to focus all his attention on regaining his control.

			Gryph moved carefully, levering himself up on one elbow. His eyes never left the woman who held his kit. He had been fighting his way up through the hazy, drugged fog inside his head for several minutes, listening half consciously to the voices of the five people in the chamber. Having the weapon kit taken from him had instantly jerked him back to full awareness.

			“Return the kit to me,” he ordered calmly. He held out his hand with a casual imperiousness he hoped would do the trick.

			But the woman actually clutched the leather pouch more tightly and took a quick step backward. She managed a surprisingly brilliant smile. Gryph decided that under normal circumstances he would probably find himself responding to that smile. But whatever had happened to him at the tavern was not normal.

			“I’m so glad you’re awake at last,” the woman said easily. She walked briskly back to her place at the table where the others sat stupefied by the small scene that had just taken place. As she sat down, she put Gryph’s weapon kit on the polished black stone in front of her. “I’m Sariana Dayne. I am the business manager for the others here with me tonight. They form the Prime Family of the Avylyn Clan. Well, most of the Prime Family. Luri isn’t with us. He’s a bit too young for this sort of thing.”

			“I think I’m a bit too old for this sort of thing,” Gryph said, feeling the need to stop her lightly tumbling words.

			He recognized her accent now. She was from the eastern continent. Had to be. That explained her recklessness regarding his weapon kit. Gryph forced himself to draw a deep, slow breath while he tried to sort out the various elements of the bizarre situation in which he found himself. It was difficult to think with a raging headache and a body that seemed far too heavy and awkward. At least he had the rush of lust back under control. At this point he was grateful for small favors.

			The woman’s smile became even more brilliant. “I’m sure you have a number of questions and you don’t look as if you’re feeling very well, but I assure you I can explain everything.”

			“An excellent idea.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Why don’t you tell me what this is all about?”

			It was an order, not a polite request, and he saw that Sariana understood that at once. The others appeared almost mesmerized with anxiety. That was good. Gryph was not unfamiliar with the response. It left him free to concentrate on Sariana. He had already decided that she was the most dangerous one in the group.

			Sariana cleared her throat with a small, discreet cough and managed to keep the smile in place. “We have a business proposition to put to you, Shield.”

			“My name is Chassyn,” he replied through set teeth. “Gryph Chassyn.” Sariana’s subtle air of feminine challenge set off immediate responses in his system. He did not like his present position in front of her. He needed a little more advantage. With great effort he rose from the cold marble floor, disgusted to find his legs were decidedly unsteady. It took nearly all his strength and willpower just to stay on his feet. He hoped the Dayne woman didn’t notice the effort it cost him.

			“Gryph Chassyn,” Sariana repeated thoughtfully, as if tasting the name. “Well, Gryph, let me tell you about the business deal we would like to present to you.”

			Gryph winced as pain shot through his head. He made his way slowly over to the center of the curving stone table so that he was directly opposite Sariana. Then he braced himself with one hand on the polished surface. He tried to make the movement nonchalant, but the truth was he was afraid he would wind up back on the floor if he didn’t use the table for support. He looked steadily at Sariana who was sitting just out of reach. His weapon kit was sitting just out of reach, also.

			“First tell me what you put in my ale.”

			Before Sariana could open her mouth to answer, another voice spoke up. A small, miserable, infinitely contrite little voice.

			“It was a mistake,” the young Avylyn female cried. “It wasn’t my idea. I certainly didn’t mean to hurt you. Aunt Perla’s concoction was only supposed to, uh, relax you slightly.”

			Slowly Gryph turned his head and glanced at the young woman. For the first time he focused on the other people at the table. His eyes narrowed with lazy menace as he recognized the beautiful blond who was gazing at him with such a stricken expression.

			“Ah, yes,” he said blandly, “the tavern wench. I seem to recall your name was Mara. I owe this headache to you?”

			“It was all her idea,” Mara blurted, pointing the tip of her jeweled fan at Sariana.

			Gryph nodded and turned back to face Sariana. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.” He drummed his fingers lightly on the tabletop in a gesture of barely suppressed annoyance. “My own fault,” he muttered. “I must have seen the bottom of too many ale glasses by the time Mara the sexy tavern wench sat down at my table. I was careless.”

			“About our business proposition,” Sariana continued in a brisk tone.

			“What about it?” Gryph eyed his weapon kit and wondered if he was up to making a quick grab for it. The heaviness that gipped his muscles was fading, but not very rapidly. Whatever had been put into his ale had probably mixed with the alcohol already in his bloodstream and created a strong drugging effect. Given the small differences between a Shield’s physical reactions and those of other people, it was predictable that the drug hadn’t worked quite as planned.

			Sariana spoke quickly. “A certain valuable object has been stolen from the Avylyns. We wish to engage you to get it back for us.”

			Gryph glanced at her, considering. “Why didn’t you just ask me straight out if I wanted a job? Why the drug routine?”

			Sariana sighed. There was regret in her eyes but her voice didn’t falter. “We sent three messages to the apartments you are renting. You chose to ignore all three.”

			“You were behind those stupid little notes requesting a business meeting?” he asked in astonishment. If he’d known she’d been the author of those very formal, very elegant, very arrogant notes he would have been at the Avylyns’ front door immediately.

			“Yes, as a matter of fact, I was,” Sariana replied. “Now, as I was saying, if you hadn’t ignored them—”

			“I ignored them,” Gryph said calmly, “because I’m not looking for a job at the moment.”

			Bryer spoke up, his curiosity getting the better of his nervousness. “Then why are you here? Shields rarely spend much time in Serendipity or any other town unless they’re looking for a job.”

			“Or a wife,” Gryph reminded him.

			The Avylyns stared at him.

			“I wondered if that might be your reason,” Lady Avylyn said quietly. She looked uneasily at her daughter.

			Gryph could have told her not to worry about her precious Mara. He had absolutely no interest in the young woman. She might have made an amusing bed partner for one night, but she was not a potential Shieldmate. He had known that as soon as she had sat down across from him and asked him to buy her a glass of ale. He’d already had a fair amount to drink and he had given up his search for the evening. Under such circumstances, Mara had appeared temporarily interesting.

			Sariana was paying no attention to the undercurrents in the room. She seemed unaware of the Avylyns’ new source of anxiety as she plunged ahead with her business proposition. Gryph had to admire her perseverance. And her tongue. The latter never seemed to be still for long. He leaned on his hand and fantasized briefly about shutting her up with a kiss. It would be interesting to see how much longer she could continue to chatter once he had his tongue inside her mouth.

			“When you proved unwilling to meet with us,” Sariana was saying crisply, “I made the decision to use a mild hypnotic in the hopes that it would put you into a more, shall we say, receptive state of mind while we negotiated. I realize that probably strikes you as somewhat bold, but under the circumstances I felt I had no other option.”

			“Bold?” Gryph examined the word. “No, I wouldn’t say it was bold. Dumb, perhaps. Stupid, maybe. But I don’t think bold quite captures the spirit of such a piece of idiocy.”

			Sariana’s brows came together in a quelling expression. “Look, I have apologized for the inconvenience you have experienced. Believe me, I would not have attempted such a thing if we had not been quite desperate.”

			“Inconvenience? Is that how you describe what you did to me? You have an interesting way with words, lady.”

			“I am trying to explain to you exactly what happened so that we may proceed in a rational manner to conclude a perfectly reasonable business deal,” Sariana said with obviously forced patience.

			“Plan A has obviously failed. Have you got a Plan B?” Gryph told himself that if he weren’t feeling so rotten he might almost be enjoying himself. The lady was amusing, as well as a challenge.

			And she still had her small, silvered fingertips around his weapon kit. He knew she sensed its importance to him and he also knew she was frantically trying to figure out how to use the kit to get what she wanted. It would be interesting to see what she did next.

			Sariana Dayne was no great beauty, Gryph decided objectively. But her sleekly styled hair and quietly refined clothing made her stand out in comparison to the vivid Avylyns. He liked the sparkling intelligence in her hazel eyes, her small tilted nose and the fullness of her lower lip. She had vital, appealing features. She was the kind of woman who drew a man with more subtle lures than those used by giggling, fluff-headed beauties such as Mara Avylyn.

			“We don’t have what you might call a Plan B,” Sariana said slowly, tapping her silver nails absently against the black kit under her hand. “But I would like you to listen to our original proposal.”

			“Did anyone warn you that a Shield’s services don’t come cheap?”

			Sariana rallied to the challenge as if she thrived on this sort of encounter. Her smile was more dazzling than ever. “I was told such services are quite expensive, when they can be purchased at all. I understand you usually spend your days chasing bandits, but that you will occasionally take on private commissions.”

			“Occasionally.” Gryph tried a smile of his own. One that showed plenty of teeth. “For a price.”

			“Yes, well, I should make it clear right from the start that the Avylyns have something of a cash flow problem at the moment.”

			“A cash flow problem,” Gryph repeated blankly.

			“Just a small one,” Sariana assured him breezily. “Nothing that won’t be under control within the next few months. It means, of course, that you would have to be willing to accept your payment at a later date than you might under most circumstances, but that shouldn’t be a major hurdle in our negotiations.”

			Gryph held up a palm in an effort to slow her down. He was finding it difficult to follow the conversation. “Wait a minute. You mean you want me to do the job now and then sit around and wait a few months for my pay?”

			Sariana lifted her chin. “I assure you, the Avylyns’ cash flow problem will be under control very soon.”

			Gryph glanced around at the elegantly dressed women of the clan. They stared back anxiously. “There’s enough jewelry hanging around the ladies’ necks to finance several weeks or even months of my services. Assuming I’m willing to go to work for you.”

			“Most of that lovely jewelry is in hock to the bank, I’m afraid,” Sariana retorted cheerfully, as if it were a minor detail. “Collateral, you know. We needed to raise vast sums to revive the business. It’s necessary that the Avylyns’ continue to keep up appearances in the meantime, of course. They must continue to dress and entertain according to their social status. But I’m afraid there’s no cash to spare from the personal accounts. And even if we could find a way to sell off some of the jewelry from the Avylyns’ private collection, we would be highly reluctant to do so. The sort of gossip that would start would be devastating to the Clan at this juncture.”

			“What made you think,” Gryph asked with grave interest, “that I’d be willing to wait for my payment?”

			Sariana drew a breath. Her small, sweetly rounded breasts rose behind the green fabric of her gown. Gryph found himself watching the movement instead of paying attention to what Sariana was saying. She had very nice breasts, he decided. Nice waist, too. A man could lie on his back, put his hands around that waist and lift Sariana up and over himself so that she straddled his thighs. Then he could ease her down onto his shaft until he filled her completely. Gryph decided he would like to see the expression in those hazel eyes if he did exactly that. His mind was so engrossed with the image he had created for himself that he caught only bits and pieces of what Sariana was saying.

			“Regarding your request for assurance that you will be paid,” Sariana went on, “I want you to know that the Avylyns and I have considered the matter carefully. We understand that you, like the bank, need some form of collateral. Lady Avylyn suggested a rather unusual idea. She said you might be willing to postpone taking your pay if, in the meantime, she offered to introduce you socially. She seems to think you might have an eye toward marriage and that you would welcome the opportunity to meet socially acceptable young ladies. Marriage is always an important decision and if you are presently considering it, then you might be interested in Lady Avylyn’s kind offer. If, however, that doesn’t appeal, I have another suggestion.”

			Out of the flow of words pouring so earnestly from Sariana’s mouth, Gryph caught the one that mattered most. He nearly lost his balance. He gripped the edge of the stone table with far more force than was necessary.

			“Marriage,” he repeated, his tongue thick in his mouth. He raised his eyes to Sariana’s politely composed face. “To you?”

			“Oh, no, not to me,” Sariana said with a light laugh. “I’m afraid you weren’t listening. I said the Avylyns have agreed to introduce you socially to their friends and relatives. I understand that it is somewhat difficult for a Shield to meet suitable young women. Probably has something to do with spending too much of your time chasing bandits on the frontiers. Be that as it may, if you are agreeable to our offer, I see no reason why we can’t conclude our deal this evening. You would start work in the morning. What do you say?”

			“I say you have the fast tongue of a Rendezvous lawyer.”

			“It seems to me that the Avylyns are prepared to be quite generous,” Sariana said. “Given the limitations of your present social status, I should think you would be grateful for their offer. That is, if you are, indeed, in the market for a wife.”

			Gryph experienced a sudden, nearly overwhelming desire to reach across the table, drag Sariana out of her chair and carry her out of the chamber. He knew what he would do with her as soon as he had her alone in his bedchamber, he told himself. He knew exactly what he would do with her.

			“Listen, lady Business Manager,” he said grimly. “I don’t know where or how you did your social research, but I can guarantee that the last thing I’d sell my services for is a little help in finding a wife. I’ve been desperate, but never that desperate. I’m a Shield, damn it. I’ll do my own wife hunting.”

			There was a collective gasp of anguish from the assembled Avylyns, but Gryph ignored them. His attention was on Sariana. She did not gasp or cry out in horror. She merely blinked, her long lashes momentarily veiling the speculative intelligence in her eyes.

			Without a word she moved the weapon kit a little farther out of his reach. Gryph abruptly decided he’d had enough of her little games. He gathered himself for a quick, determined swipe at the kit.

			Just as his hand came out, however, Sariana released the kit and it sank instantly out of sight. Gryph watched in shock as his precious weapon kit vanished into a concealed opening in the stone. The opening was already sealing shut. There was not even a line to mark where the trap door existed. Westerners loved such gadgets.

			Impatience, irritation and the indulgent curiosity that Gryph had been experiencing up to that point disappeared in an instant. Fury engulfed him. The hand Gryph had been extending to grasp his kit locked around Sariana’s small wrist instead. He yanked her forward until her upper body was sprawled across the table. Her eyes widened and he realized he was finally seeing genuine alarm in her gaze. It was about time, he decided.

			“Get it back.” Each word he spoke fell like a stone into the appalled silence that had seized the chamber. “Now.”

			“Please,” she whispered, “just listen to me. That’s all I’m asking. Let me tell you the whole story of the prisma cutter. We need your help.”

			“Get back my kit or I’ll find a way to make you vanish just as easily as you made it disappear. Understood?”

			“You’ve made yourself quite clear,” she replied in a shaky voice.

			She was finally scared, but her eyes still met his with steady determination. In spite of his raw mood, Gryph felt a reluctant surge of admiration for Sariana’s daring. He knew of no other woman in Serendipity or the outlying provinces who would have taken such a risk.

			“Give it to him, Sariana,” Jasso hissed. “Quickly.”

			“Hurry, before he kills us all,” Lady Avylyn pleaded.

			Bryer and Mara sat staring at Sariana, panic in their expressions.

			“What will it cost us to get your help?” Sariana whispered, her eyes huge.

			Gryph was amazed. “You’re still trying to negotiate a deal, lady?”

			“We need your help,” she repeated doggedly. “If you won’t accept the offer of being introduced socially while you wait for your payment, what kind of a deal will you accept? Name your price.”

			Gryph looked down at her. “Tell me who needs my help.”

			“I’ve just told you. The Avylyn Clan.”

			He shook his head, knowing suddenly what he wanted from her. “No. Not the Avylyns. They would be long gone by now if it wasn’t for you. Tell me who really needs my services. Tell me who will pay whatever she has to pay in order to get them.”

			Sariana stared at him, confused. Gryph waited, willing her to understand what he wanted from her. Then he saw the knowledge dawn in her large eyes.

			“I need your help,” Sariana said quietly.

			“Say it again.”

			She set her teeth. “I need your help.”

			Gryph nodded, satisfied. “That’s right. You. Not the Avylyns.” He released her. Sariana sat back in her seat, massaging her wrist unobtrusively. She regarded him with wary, smoldering eyes.

			“Get my weapon kit out of that stone table,” Gryph ordered calmly.

			Sariana pressed a hidden button under the table and a section of the polished stone surface silently slid open. She reached inside and retrieved the kit.

			“I only wanted to make you listen to my proposition,” she said, handing the kit to him. “I just wanted to get your attention long enough to convince you that you won’t lose in this deal.”

			“You’ve taken more risks tonight than you even realize,

			Sariana Dayne,” Gryph remarked as he quickly fastened the weapon kit back on his belt. “But you’re in luck. I’ve decided I need the work after all. I’ll take the job provided you can afford daily expenses. I’ll let you know later what my final fee will be.”
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The author of over 50 New York Times bestsellers, JAYNE ANN KRENTZ writes romantic-suspense, often with a psychic and paranormal twist, in three different worlds: Contemporary (as Jayne Ann Krentz), historical (as Amanda Quick) and futuristic (as Jayne Castle). There are over 35 million copies of her books in print.

Building on the success of her Arcane Society Series, Jayne is kicking off three new paranormal series in 2012.
The Dark Legacy books are set in present day Washington state and delve into the paranormal crystal mining world and the Coppersmith Family.  The first book, COPPER BEACH is available now.

The Ladies of Lantern Street novels are set in Victorian England and follow the adventures of the Flint and Marsh Agency employees.  These ladies are not your average paid companions.  The first book, CRYSTAL GARDENS is available now.

The Rainshadow novels started, unofficially, with the release of CANYONS OF NIGHT.  These stories are set on a small island on the planet Harmony in the not so distant future.  The second novel in this series, THE LOST NIGHT, is available now.
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